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Whipping Post

Devon Polderman

liding fast round the final bend of the lake, Phil whipped his car in a
smooth U-tum and curbed it without so much as a tic, headlights cutting a sharp arc through the dark tunnel of forest shrouding Sandy's side street
from the lake's main drive. And as though he wore a bell around his neck, in
her house on the other end of that tunnel , Sandy snapped upright in bed, pale
yellow sheets clinging to her breasts before puddling about her waist. Ignoring
the heat dissipating from beneath the covers, she snapped her head left toward
the window and bent a blond handful of hair from her face. Through the glass,
only moonlight, bare black December treetops, the invisible skirt of the wind.
But as surely as if she gazed upon him in a crystal ball, she knew he was coming. She knew, because tomorrow he left town , and Phil never left before having the last word. Long tall Phil , out of the car, striding for her on spidery legs
long as noon shadows. His hands were sunk deep in his pockets, shoulders
hunched, head lowered and veiled in dark. Ravenous paces, every step ten
yards, the tails of his trenchcoat flapping behind him . Clutching the sheets
back about her neck, Sandy shrugged her knees to her chest, shrinking from
the window. Finally Phil lit out from under the black knit branches and she
saw him for real, in the glow of her cul-de-sac 's streetlamps. From her bed,
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Sandy's skin chilled as she watched him glare up at her house.
Phil Lockwood had left Kalamazoo for New York almost twenty years
ago, but in the ten years since he'd last set foot in town, the prospect of returning always brought him an unsettling ache. Until this past week, he'd had no
idea just how far into his bones that ache could sink. Amongst everything
else-Uncle Bug's funeral, his folks turned to ghosts, the whole town winding down like a rusty watch-four days ago Sandy had told him about his son,
Rigg. Ten years old. Ten years she'd stowed the boy in the dark camphor closets of her home, invisible to Phil. The last thing he'd ever wanted. Because a
kid is an anchor, tying you to someone forever. All week, the past ten years,
twenty, all his life he' d made himself ignore this town and its ache. And he'd
kept ignoring it earlier that night when, drunk on Bobby Bug 's whiskey, he'd
crept to Sandy 's windows to spy her New Year's Eve party- little Sandy
inside smiling with a bunch of people that didn 't include him, big Phil outside
crawling through the woods and shadows of her lawn to cup his hands about
his face and peer through the windows. But afterward, rowing back across the
lake with Bobby, when the gunshot zagged through the night from the shore
and Bobby slumped dead over the side of the boat, all for getting drunk and
fucking the wrong person-for doing the things you did in the Zoo-Phil
couldn't ignore it anymore. Outside Sandy's house for the second time that
night, his oldest friend stretched out dead in a barn and his brother Spence
more or less finished with him because of it, Phil Lockwood realized he had
one last piece of business to tend to before reporting Bobby 's murder and fleeing this town forever.
This time I go in, he thought, frozen in the middle of the bare circle in
front of her house. Time to settle up.
Through the trees of her wild yard Sandy's house loomed over him, deeper forest scratching up beyond it, a fortress glooming in the small hours before
dawn. With the windows now dark, lights snuffed, party gone, its silence
boomed at him. Down the other end of the tunnel be beard the lake 's ice crack,
the wind gust across and swoop over the neighborhood. He shivered and
bunched his shoulders, then flicked his gray eyes from window to window,
unsure of the sign he sought. He only knew he had to go in.
Trailing covers, Sandy slid from bed and crawled into the window seat to
mark out her front yard as Phil split the cul-de-sac for her lawn. But with the
lights out, she was safely invisible from the outside. Tucking a blanket around
her bare legs, she watched him stalk hugely across the empty asphalt, the
streetlamps winding his shadow slow and steady as a ship's before him as he
slipped into the yard and crisscrossed deliberately through the trees, weaving
for the back of the house and out of sight. With a shudder, Sandy cocked her
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head and listened down the hall for Rigg 's sleeping breath. For the first time
in her life, she was scared of Phil, because she didn't know what he wanted.
Phil crouched at the foot of a tree beside her back gate, drilling his arms
and shoulders relentlessly as a derrick, like he was wrestling with the roots.
Flexing up off his haunches, he discarded a tangle of wire to his feet-a deercage, the thin wire grills that protect the bottom bark from hungry deer and
rabbits during winter. Shadow flickering across the slats of the fence, Phil
slipped the slender prong he'd twisted from the cage through the gate door,
flipped the latch with a cold metal click, and was in the backyard.
Pitching her sheets back onto the bed, Sandy spun from the window and
bustled down the hallway to Rigg's room, her nightshirt fluttering soft and
blue across the back of her bare thighs. His door was open, and she caught herself in the doorway before she could bang into the room. The boy slept. She
watched him, his sandy curls crushed across the pillow, top edge of his comforter clutched beneath his chin in thin knuckles, mouth pushing heavy breaths
at the ceiling; and when the red digital clock on the nightstand beside him
clicked to a fresh minute, her shoulders relaxed.
Creeping to the edge of the stairs, she cupped a hand to her ear and peered
down. Nothing. But then the crystal ball blinked open for her one more time,
and in her dark backyard she saw Phil 's face bright as day, like a negative.
Lips pinched at the comers, eyes wet. Maybe it was only the cold, but she
guessed he didn't feel much like Phil right now. Phil Lockwood doesn 't cry.
The only other time she'd seen him look like that was the night he ' d left for
New York, twenty long years ago. Only the scowl was really him- forehead
furrowed , crew cut creased at his graying temples, that thousand-mile-perhour intensity and Phil Lockwood goddam-grim determination. And then the
image vanished.
Pausing only to ease Rigg's door shut, Sandy toe-stepped as slowly and
quietly as she could, like ink, back to her bedroom. Crossing to her dresser,
she dug though her underwear for the stashed pack of cigarettes and a book of
matches .
Phil might be coming in, but he wasn 't dangerous, was he? No, she
thought. He's Phil. Rigg was safe. She kept repeating it, like a mantra- Phil 's
not dangerous, Phil 's not dangerous- as she sat cross-legged on the bed. She
lit a smoke, cherry glowing red in the dark, and tipped the ashes into a tray
between the triangle of her legs. Phil is a lot of things, but never ever dangerous. Right?
A moment later, she crushed out her cigarette and bounced over to the
closet, tugging out the little stepladder that rested against the back wall behind
her clothes.
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Unfolding it, she climbed to the top step and arched onto her toes for the
upper shelf, poking her fingers above the spare blankets until she fished out
the hidden shoebox. She hesitated as she lifted the small black handgun from
the box, feeling its hard metal, its weight. Then she loaded the chamber and
slipped back into bed. Clicking the TV remote low enough to hear her house,
she closed her eyes, bit her lip, and feigned sleep. If he knew she was waiting
for him, it would go bad. It might well go bad anyway, but she knew that if he
knew she knew, it would go worse. He'd be caught, and hold his confusion
against himself. Dangerous or not, once that happened, anything was liable to
occur.
Sandy lay in bed, pretending to sleep. Phil Lockwood was about to walk
into her house, up her stairs. The cold gun pressed against the top of her thigh.
On the cement of her back porch, Phil's reflection hulked back at him as
he stared absently at the wide glass door, and disappeared as he pressed an ear
to the frosted glass. Nothing. They were asleep.
Bending, Phil curled his fingers under the black mat and scraped the
frozen concrete for the Slim Jim. Her parents had kept it here, back in the days
when he and Sandy, Bobby, and Spence were growing up. For emergencies.
Like now. Who knew what the police would say when he finally reported
Bobby's murder? They'd wonder, why the wait? He'd only panicked, but they
might hold him, and he'd just as soon swap spots with Bobby as be locked up
in Kalamazoo . He'd tried talking his brother into making an anonymous call
before he'd come back here, but Spence wasn't having any of it. Pacing the
porch, the endless night running and rerunning itself through his head- Sandy
Bobby Spence, Sandy Bobby Spence, Christ Christ Christ-Phil suddenly
spun from the door and crossed the yard, butting his head against an oak near
the gate. The bark clawed a dark red welt on his forehead, but he didn ' t feel
it. Jesus, he'd only been a few hours from jetting back to New York, from getting the fuck out and never coming back. But everybody, everybody kept
falling away from him, exposing him. To himself. Fuckers. So this was an
emergency. If he could just get in and see him- Rigg, he thought, say his goddam name-if he could just get in and see Rigg, he could prove to himself that
leaving was the right thing to do. Could get on the plane in peace after making his own anonymous call.
Phil exhaled and crossed back to the porch. Notching the flat car-pick into
the groove of the door, he tripped it with a soft, solid click. He froze at the
sound, half-turned and ready to flee. He waited- nothing-and inched the
door open.
The house lay quiet, drowsy and hung over from the party. A poinsettia sat
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on the table in front of him, and twinkling glasses littered the dark kitchen
counters. Phil picked one up and crossed to the nightligbt by the sink to examine it. Holiday shit, he thought, scaling a thumb over the silly snowflakes
etched in glass. When he dipped his nose in it, he smelled stiffening eggnog
and rum, and realized how much he ' d sobered when Bobby died. The punch
bowl sat in the sink just to his right, filled with water and topped off with a
thin, eggnog skin. Quickly scanning the kitchen, however, he couldn't find a
bottle. Dammit. If nothing else this week, he ' d confirmed for himself that if
you truly want Kalamazoo, you want a drink. Drink, drank, drunk. And as he
caught his reflection in the big glass patio door, he was shocked at the thin
shade that gaped back at him.
He' d shrunk, as though a small hole in his flesh had let the sand seep out
of him. He still dwarfed the refrigerator, but his jaw dropped as he traced his
chipped-away physique. His chest lay flat and wide instead of rifling out in
front of him. His father's coat hung across his shoulders and arms; earlier this
week, he'd stretched the seams. His neck bad been thick as a fireplug, despite
the old throbbing pinched nerve. Now he might as well be a sickly giraffe. He
even slumped, instead of standing personal-trainer proud. For the first time in
his life, Phil Lockwood felt nearly forty; he brushed a hand through his crew
cut, sure he ' d feel brittle gray beneath his palm. And as if to underscore that
thought, the ghost of Bobby Bug 's whiskey suddenly sizzled anew through his
veins, rocking him. He had to lean against the sink to steady himself.
Shit. In New York, when he took his annual Christmas-to-New Year holiday sabbatical from personal-trainer ascetic, to drink and smoke and get high
like tomorrow was a dirty word- like in the old Zoo days, like tonight, he
thought wistfully- it never beat him down like this. Because that was all pretend. But in Kalamazoo, no one lets you pretend. The shots just keep slamming along and you take ' em on the fly. Neat. Hell , he'd had to stop and pick
up a pint bottle just for the two-and-a-half-hour drive into town when his plane
had touched down at O'Hare earlier in the week, same way Bobby would
have. Welcome home, you never left the Hotel Kalamazoo.
Desperate to rinse the whiskey from bis mouth, Phil found a two-liter of
7 UP in the fridge and dumped half of it down his throat before coming up for
air. Before he could take a second swig, though, an image of Rigg struck him,
bobbling down the stairs and catching Phil in the glare of the refrigerator light
like some steroid-pumped grinch. And then besides seeing the boy, he ' d have
to talk to him. Shutting the door quickly, Phil left the dinette and made for the
living room. Without thinking, he paused at the lip of the living-room carpet
to bend and thumb loose his shoelaces, carefully arranging his sneakers beside
the laundry-room door like they'd done here as kids, before her folks died.
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And as he rounded into the living room, toes sinking into the soft carpet, he
glanced worriedly at the stairs to his left, then fixated on the enonnous
Christmas tree across the room, centered in the front window. Anything to
delay whatever lay up those stairs.
The tree glistened in the streetlamp light sifting through the window.
Fluffy artificial snow dusted the spreading boughs; the tinsel and crystal decorations lilted wetly. Up top, where the star should have been, some joker from
the party had shoved a paper hat, and around the hat a score of red and green
balloons with gold Happy New Year lettering clung to the ceiling. He reached
up and poked one into the corner, and as it left the window's dim light it turned
black. Turning from the tree and tilting his head, Phil squinted through the
shadows and inventoried Sandy 's changes, what she'd done over the years to
make the place her own and not her dead folks ' . The piano still sat just left of
the front window, half-hidden by the tree, but the dark blocks of furniture were
different- a pair of stiff, long sofas sat in the middle of the room, a heavylooking coffee table still cluttered with plates and party hats between them.
There were chairs in each of the corners; Dr. and Mrs. DiStaunt had filled
those spots mostly with bookcases. Like everything else he ' d run into again
this week, nothing was quite the same as it had been. Over by the stairs-the
stairs, the stairs- Phil saw she'd also replaced her Dad's mammoth rolltop
desk with a drum kit, of all things. A big Christmasy bow was still pasted on
one of the cymbals. Rigg's . That was her biggest change, of course. She ' d
added his son. One more time Phil almost ran, and one more time he didn 't.
Stepping from the tree, Phil stumbled over a mess spilling from beneath
the bottom branches. Cursing, he glared down at the shiny black shapes strewn
across the carpet and realized what he ' d tripped over. Gifts. Rigg 's holiday
loot. A couple action-figure dolls, a new soccer ball, a cluster of harsh glints
that looked like some video-game crap. Instinctively, Phil searched the toys
for his gift. And of course there wasn't one. His shoulders drooped to his
knees as he ranged again over the presents. "Christmas Day," he couldn 't
escape thinking, "I didn' t even know the boy existed."
Involuntarily, he wished he had a gift for the boy now. And then he made
himself quit thinking about it. Angling directly for the stairs, he paused only
to drum his fingertips delicately over the tense snare on Rigg's drum kit before
taking his first step up.
A small nightlight burned in its socket near the foot of the bathroom door
in the upstairs hallway. Its glow ringed Phil's widening shadow as he crept up
the stairs, his shadow growing the length of the hallway as he finally gained
the top step.
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One hand on the banister, Phil surveyed the hall. A blue flicker leaked
from beneath the doorway on the far end. The master bedroom. Sandy's. She
couldn 't sleep without the damn TV, and it'd driven him half-shithouse back
when they'd shared a bed. Phil needed dead quiet to conk out. He waited to
make sure, and as he did he scanned the flat, blank doors on either side of the
hallway.
Which was Rigg's? Why couldn't she have tacked his name on his door,
something cute like that? It was like a fucking game show-pick the wrong
door and you lose, get busted, go to jail, you ' re devoured shred by bloody
shred by the wolves lurking behind it. But if you pick the right door, you win
.. . a kid. And just what then, Phil? Exactly what do you intend to do once
you 've picked your door? Wake him up and have a heart-to-heart? Write him
a note and leave it on his pillow so he finds it in the morning? Throw him in
a sack, drape him over your back, and lug him off to the hills, loping along
until you get to that faraway land where kids don't exist, never have and never
will , so you can get back to being New York Phil, not a worry in the world
beyond the gym and which model you 're gonna nail next? What, Phil? What?
And shit, as long as you 're traipsing off to fantasy lands, why not hop in
a time machine and jet back ten years, huh? Back to Big Daddy's wedding, the
first time you ' d seen Sandy since moving. And instead of rolling around in the
pine grove with her till the sun comes up, sweating and fucking, playing on
the fact that she still loves you, and making a son of all things, this time take
your magic sewing kit. Lace the needle and sew her goddam pussy shut, take
care of all the headache getting in , all the trouble that came out. Sew her a
mask, too, while you're at it, cover her face so you ' ll never have to see her
again or hear her voice, and remember that you hate her because the way you
love her makes you feel so goddam powerless. The last mask was the size of
New York, but even that wasn 't big enough , so this time bring a whole shitload of cloth. Fucking love.
Because that's what it's always been about, Phil, hasn 't it? When you feel
love, you tum to smoke and just float away, and you only realize it now
because you want to do it again, because she's behind a door at the end of the
hallway, way too close. And God forbid you find it behind Rigg 's door, too.
His breath pelleted out of him in small hard pearls as he worked himself
up, and he nearly jumped through the ceiling when a thin car-chase squeal
trilled from beneath Sandy 's door. Bowing his head, he steeled himself and
began to stalk the flat blank doors hung to either side of him . Which was
Ri gg's?
Of course. Down on the far right. Closest to Sandy 's. Phil glided in front
of the door, eased it open with a slim creak, and filled the frame.
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The boy slept in the bed, beside a nightstand decorated with a Detroit
Lions helmet-lamp, a C.S. Lewis book, and a scatter of small change around
a stack of quarters. Phil watched the boy's quiet face in the soft, early morning moonlight whispering through the window. Rigg was turned half away
from him, nose the size of Phil's thumb poking out from the pillow and breathing deeply. Suddenly Rigg snuffled, and the corners of his mouth pulled down
at whatever it was he dreamed. Shifting, he rolled toward his father, crushing
his muddy curls beneath his head and shoving his covers down his chest
before drawing them back to his chin and settling. And any thought Phil had
had of sacks and faraway lands and time machines melted in the lashes of
Rigg's closed eyelids.
Picking through the litter oftoys and clothes on the floor (and why the hell
was she letting him leave his room such a mess? he wondered unexpectedly),
Phil drew to the side of the bed. He stood expressionless, hulking over his son,
hands agitating at his hips.
Ten years.
He didn't know what to do. How do you make up ten years' worth of that?
He was ready to slink to the airport, fly back, and lock himself back in his
Brooklyn apartment forever. It's what Bobby would have done. But suddenly
Phil didn't want to do that. He wanted to try and change things. For Bobby's
sake. For his brother's. For himself.
But he couldn't. The ache of being suddenly old hit him again, cemented
itself into his bones. Too old to change himself, at any rate, the boy too old for
him to make a difference. Defeated, Phil turned. At least now he could go.
Sandy stood in the hallway facing him, draped in a heavy robe, bands
buried in her pockets. Phil had no idea how long she'd been there.
"I- Sandy-"
She hissed, jabbing a finger violently to her lips, then stabbed it toward the
stairs. Phil nodded and hung his head. He walked past her without looking and
trudged down. Phil imagined her behind him with an ax, and with every step
he waited for it to cleave his neck and lop off his head.
Downstairs, Phil padded around the kitchen table in large arcs, swooping
closer to the back patio with each round. Outside, the coming morning faded
the sky from black to pearly gray, illuminating the open gate in the backyard.
Before he could consider running, though, Sandy hurried into the dinette, bedhair tumbling around her head in a small blond volcano, bands buried in the
pockets of her heavy, red robe.
"I don ' t even know what to say, Phil."
"Do you need to say anything?"
"You're goddam right I- where are your shoes?"
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Phil stopped pacing and stared down at his feet. Dammit. Glumly, he
pointed across the room to his shoes, neatly side by side just behind her. A
dirty puddle of water had melted around them on the linoleum. Sandy paused,
face screwing up as she tried to riddle what the shoes meant, why he was following the oldest house rule, then shook her head and continued. Phil tried to
seize the moment.
"Why do you need to say anything?" he asked nervously.
"Well, why the hell do you think, Phil? You break into my house and you
have to ask why?"
"Well ... I ... I just wanted ... " Her eyebrows arched expectantly as Phil
trailed off. He glared at her, wanting to scream, curse her out for leaving it on
him to talk. Finally, he simply spit, "Bobby's dead."
"What?" She was suddenly placid, flat and easy as that dead lake Phil ' d
spent the night rowing across.
"Bobby's dead. Tonight. Shot." He paused, listening to his own somber
words. When he'd told Spence, everything had just tumbled out. Now he
needed the spaces between the words. "We were out on the lake. I think it was
Trent Warner."
Sandy finally pulled her hands from her pockets, folding her arms gently
across her chest and pushing her robe closed beneath her neck. "Gita," she
whispered, her face softening. Phil nodded, not surprised she knew Bobby'd
been fucking Trent's wife. The Zoo can't keep a secret.
"Oh, Phil."
Instinctively, he took a step around the table to her, but she moved away, and
he caught himself. Bobby being dead didn't change what was-and wasn'tbetween them.
Clasping her hands together, Sandy said gently, "Phil, I'm so sorry, for
Bobby, for you. For all of us." She unknit her hands and spread them. "But I
still ... I still need to know why you broke into my house."
"Bobby ... "
"That's not why, Phil," she interrupted, shaking her head. "I don't think
that's why." And they both knew she was right. That wasn't the real reason
he'd broken in. It had only driven him finally to do it.
Turning back to the glass door so he wouldn't have to face her, Phil admitted in a low voice, "I wanted to see him."
"Then why didn't you just ask?"
As Phil stared at the fence post in the middle of his pale reflection, he
heard Sandy ease a chair out from the table behind him and slide into it. She
folded her hands in front of her and waited, lips sealed, smooth, a soft vault,
while Phil twisted his face into a sneer she couldn 't see.
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"I need to know ... ," he began, sucking in a deep breath, "I need to know
why ... why you never told me, Sandy. Why didn't you ever let me know?"
Without a beat her voice drifted over his shoulder, gentle and stabbing,
"What would you have done if I had, Phil?"
She watched his back expand as he breathed harder. He didn 't like this.
She didn't either, but it was time. Tensing her thigh against the heavy lump in
her right pocket, she pushed him in a controlled voice. "Phil? Are you going
to answer me? You asked me, I'm asking you. What would you have done?"
His back heaved heavier, and his hands balled into loose fists at his sides,
like a boxer's. God damn it all to fuck. Just fucking God damn all of this.
"Phil, sit down, please," Sandy murmured to his back. "You're getting
worked up. Just sit, and think it over for a bit. I've thought about it for ten
years, you can sit and think about it for ten minutes." Silently, she resumed her
mantra- Phil 's not dangerous, Phil's not dangerous. Swallowing, she added,
"I'll help."
"I can't," Phil said, fighting back a growl. Another breath. "I can't sit right
now." The thought of doing anything but getting out of this goddam place on
a rocket ship made his skin crawl, and the nerve in his neck suddenly throbbed
to life. He winced as the yellow pain beat through him.
Phil heard her chair scrape against the linoleum again, but he kept his gaze
riveted on the glass, at the fence that trapped her backyard, the bare black trees
beyond grasping up for the morning stars and everything else that wasn't here.
In the glass, Sandy 's small, robed phantom glided sleekly up behind his reflection, half as tall. Its ann reached and disappeared behind his shape, and he
started as he felt her on his back, around his waist, as she followed his gaze up
and out. Phil watched their faces blur in the glass. His hair was no longer graying, hers could have been red again, both had skin smooth and young. Twenty
again, not almost forty, twenty forever and together. Above the trees, the first
pink and blue morning tints dappled the gray sky, and in another life they were
simply a happy couple who'd woken early to catch the new year's first sunrise. And standing there together, Phil admitted to himself that he still loved
her, had always loved her, and that's why he'd come over tonight. Just to make
sure of that. And as soon as he thought it, he called himself a liar.
I could have brought her with me when I left, he thought. Could have
made it easier for her to ask to come along. But even if he had made a mistake, what's the moratorium on that? How much time can pass before a mistake can never be fixed? The answer's upstairs in bed. Because it's no longer

just us, he thought. Because I missed it all. They couldn't ever be in love
again, Sandy and Phil , not without going back to the beginning, and ten years
ago when he'd had his chance to do that, he'd slammed the door, leaving her
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and his son. Now there' d always be that reminder-I left. Try it now, and
there ' d be days when she and Rigg talk about his favorite nursery book, or the
first tooth lost, or his sixth-birthday party, and Phil would never be able to forget that he wasn 't there. Never, because Rigg would always be there to remind
him. It's all like Bobby says-or used to say- you can 't win for losing. Back
here, there's nowhere to go but down, sink into a cold lake, and when someone finally hauls you up, you 're already dead.
The only thing Phil could believe in, that he hoped, was that if he left, one
day he could forget all this. He couldn ' t bludgeon his way out, couldn ' t make
it a joke. He could go away and forget, pretend none of it ever happened.
"Why?" he stammered.
"Why what, Phil?"
"Why ... why did you have . .. why didn 't you .. . ?"
Sandy stiffened, her arm recoiled from his waist and her ghost receded
into the glass and back across the dinette. "Why didn 't I what?"
"You know," he said in a small voice, facing her again as she crept back
to the far side of the table. Nervously, she clutched the poinsettia and began
plucking at its petals.
"Why did I have Rigg?" Her voice rose with every word.
Phil just stared, over her head at the Happy New Year hat on the tree. He ' d
made a mistake.
"Oh, fuck you, Phil. Just fuck you. Fuck you, fuck you, fuck you ... ,"
and still muttering it under her breath, she scooped up the plant and heaved it
into his chest. He didn't even raise his hands, and the petals left a red smear
on his coat. The plastic pot fell to the floor and cracked, spilling dirt and broken flower.
"You fucker. When I had Rigg, do you know how long it' d been since I'd
had a family? I didn't get to just ignore mine like you did. I had no one. No
one! Do you know what that's like? The closest people outside my family
were you, and your brother, and Bobby Bug. I loved Bobby like you did, but
he was nothing but a shithouse drunk. Spence 's been a zombie ever since he
hurt his knee and lost his scholarships. And you .. ." Her eyebrows descended, and as if on cue, a wet clump of dirt dripped off Phil 's chest. "I abort Rigg,
and what do I get? What do I get? To wait for the next time you come home
and fuck me? Feel everything again that it took me forever to forget? You were
the closest thing I had to family, and you didn 't want me. And now you have
the gall to ask me why I decided to have my son ." Her hands twitched, rubbed
against her thighs and the heavy pocket of her robe, and she slammed them
down on the table to stop them .
She didn 't even look up when she said, "Get out."
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"Sandy, I-"
"Get out!"
"Goddammit, Sandy, give me a fucking chance here!" he roared. She
opened her mouth to yell back but he held up a hand, pointing to the upstairs
to remind her to be quiet. She seethed, grinding her jaw. "I'm leaving in a few
hours and I won't come back and bother you again."
"That's a change. Usually you say you're coming back and then don't."
He ignored it, folding his anns grimly across his chest. "All I want to
know," be said, "is why couldn't you ever have told him about me? About his
dad? Was I that awful?"
"Why in the world would I have told my son that you were bis dad?"
"Our son."
"My son." She leaned forward and planted her hands on the table, fingers
splayed, riled. Her blue eyes flashed. "My son, Phil. What have you ever done
to say he's yours? Fucked me?"
"Sbjt, Sandy, I've only known for a week." Phil started to breathe a little
more freely. He felt his energy coming back. Arguing was so much easier.
"Oh, yeah, Phil, that's it. You've only known for a week. So it's my fault."
Her voice dropped. "Let me ask you again, Phil-what would you have done
if I'd told you? Would you have come back to Kalamazoo and been a dad?"
Phil 's neck flared, and he flinched.
"Jesus, you grimace even imagining it. That's the only way he would have
been your son, you know. If you'd have moved back. You've known him a
week now, and you can't visit him even once. " Flourishing her arms, she
added, "Unless this counts."
"I've seen him every goddam day," Phil barked back.
"Only because he finds you over at your folks," Sandy wailed, heaving her
arms up over her head. "He walks through the woods and finds you while
you're splitting all that wood, and then he comes home .. ." She halted, swiping a furious tear from the comer of her eye, and that made her even angrier.
Squeezing her eyes shut, she willed the rest of her tears away-not going to
cry for him, dammit-and with a struggle she continued, "He comes home and
tells me how much fun he had with you." Still leaning across the table, eyes
still closed, she bowed her head, almost brushing his chest with the top. "He
adores you. But do you know what really makes me want to pull my hair out,
Phil?"
Phil arched his head back and stared at the ceiling, then bitterly replied,
"That he wants to know me?" His neck seethed with pain, but he didn 't feel it
anymore, trying so hard to hide how much it hurt him , too, telling himself he
had to release both of them, but it sounded like a lie even to him.
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Sandy's lip quivered, and she finally looked up at him, eyes stinging. "No,
Phil. The thing that kills me is that I know he can't walk all the way to ew
York next week to see you. You think I want my son not to have a father?
You're wrong.
"I just don't want the father to be you. It can't be you, not when you're not
here.
"Look at me, Phil. Look at me."
Phil let the ceiling go and pressed his hands onto the table across from her,
forcing himself to match her stare. The only other ti me he'd seen her cry was
the morning he left for New York, twenty years ago. Helping him pack the
night before, and then still in bed, she'd kept it cool. It wasn't until he pulled
out of the driveway that he saw her in the rearview mirror wiping at her eyes.
She didn't even cry when her folks died. That's why he ' d let her go. She'd
scared him, because she was tougher than him.
"So would you have come back, Phil? Dad?"
"1 ... ," he began, but then just sighed and waved his arms. "Fuck it.
Never mind."
"Bullshit, Phil. Answer the question . For once, just answer the question ."
" I don't know."
"Yes, you do. You do know, and I know. Yow- brother knows and your family knows and everyone who's ever really known you knows. You wouldn't
have come back. You 'd have moved farther away.
"The moment I found out I was pregnant was the saddest moment in my
life, after my parents dying, because I knew my child would never have a
father. You ' re weak, Phil , too weak to be a dad, too weak to be much of anything. "
She was snarling, flinty, fingers still splayed out across the table top, and
bouncing on her toes like she was going to leap over it and latch onto hi s neck.
Phil's cheeks flushed, and without meaning to, he leaned forward, as though
he would plant his foot in the middle of the table with his first step, crush her
flat with his second. They both lowered their heads, rams ready to smash
horns and raise some thunder.
"Mom?"
They both turned at once. Rigg stood in the hallway that led back to the
living room, dressed in deep blue pajamas and bare feet. His curly hair
corkscrewed out from his head, and his eyes were still puffy with sleep. He
rubbed them with a balled-up fist, and then his gray- and blue-flecked pupils
adjusted to the thin, bright sunlight shearing though the window from the pink
sky.
"Mom, I heard noises ." He glanced at the broken poinsettia on the ground
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by the door, shrugged it off, and looked back up at the two still adults. "Hi,
Phil."
"Hey, little guy," Phil croaked. His insides wobbled. What more?
"Go back up to bed, honey," Sandy said, and Phil was astounded. All the
invective was gone from her voice; she was suddenly a mother. "Get in my
bed, and I'll be up in a few minutes and we can sleep in together, OK?"
And with Sandy and his son and himself finally together in the same room,
Phil saw how to make everything right.
"Hey, Rigg," he began softly, pulling out a chair from the table and resting a hand on Sandy's arm, ignoring how stiff she was. "Come sit. Your mom
and I have something to tell you."
I'm ready to be a dad, Phil thought. How about that, Bobby? I'm gonna
wm one.
Sandy ripped her arm from him. Her eyes were wide and white like eggs
as she recognized what he was about to do, her mouth pinched into a furious
knot. Before Phil could think another word, she left her feet and cracked
across his face with an open palm. Stunned, he rocked back into the chair. His
cheek felt like he'd just been darned with a fish hook, and inside his mouth his
gums began to bleed. Rigg's eyes widened, and he instinctively took a step
toward his mother.
"Mom?"
"Go upstairs, sweetie," Sandy repeated. "Phil and I are just having a talk."
"Is this like when Phil lets me hit him at the woodpile, so he can show me
how to be tough?"
She turned to Phil, glared, then smiled back at Rigg.
"Yes, sweetie, it's like that. We're seeing how tough Phil is. Now go on
up."
"OK." And because she was his mother, he knew to go. "Bye, Phil," he
waved tiredly, and disappeared around the comer, pausing only to roll his fingers across the snare drum as he went. Rubbing his tender cheek, Phil watched
his son vanish, waving back silently with his other hand.
Phil stared at her, waiting. He could read in her knotted jaw that she had
more. And then her shoulders unexpectedly slumped. It was like she'd just
exhaled ashes, she was suddenly so done.
"Phil, I loved you all my life, since we were kids. But I don't love you
anymore. I can't. You've seen him, Phil. Now go, and leave my family alone."
She stood up straight and stared at him wearily, Christmas tree and balloons
peeking over her head.
He looked at her. She was calm again, her face steady, her mind set. She
looked ready to trudge back up the stairs and go back to sleep. He'd lost his
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son and hadn't even known be wanted him.
Gingerly, he reached for her, to drape an arm over her shoulder. "But
Sandy, I -"
She batted him away as easily as a kitten. "No, Phil."
"But I want ... there 's gotta be ... " He left her side and started walking
the path Rigg had taken, toward the stairs. For once, I' m going to prove I've
got the balls to finish something I started, he thought. Let her sit, let her
decompress, let me get the boy. Let me make this right with her, if only for
Bobby's sake. Turning from her into the hall, closing on the stairs, he added
what be hoped would be the magic salve. "I was wrong, Sandy."
Her voice bulleted at him harshly. " Stop, Phil- now."
When he turned, she stood with her feet braced, her shoulders square, and
both arms outstretched in front of her. She held the gun in her hands. She'd
bought it right after Rigg was born, though she'd never been able to conjure
the scenario where she might need it- alone with an infant, it just felt like the
right thing to do. And now she finally knew why. Because Phil Lockwood was
dangerous.
" Sandy?" Phil gasped . "Wh ... "
"Get out. If you take another step toward those stairs and my son, I' II use
it.,,
Phil met her gaze head on, and be wilted. He wasn't ready to join Bobby.
Pointing at his shoes, he slowly picked them up, slid them on, and stepped to the
glass door. Hand on the handle, he stopped and turned to face her. She hadn't
moved, pistol still trained on him. It really was too late.
Whisking the door open, Phil stepped out of the house and into the bright
blue morning. In the forest ahead of him, winter birds whistled in the new year
as he let himself out the back gate, closing it tight behind him till he heard the
latch fire back into the fencepost. Staring up at the rosy sun through the
woods, he realized what a beautiful day it was already, and that made him feel
free. Free. Twenty years trying to run away from here, and finally be was really
free. As he wrestled over whether that word still meant to him what he thought
it had before last night, he imagined himself plucking one of the black party
balloons from the ceiling of Sandy's living room, tying the string about his
wrist and floating off over the trees, into the sunrise, that quiet, calm sunrise.
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The Painter's Daughter

Selly Thiam

y father died on a hot, sunny, eleventh of June. I could smell the burning leaves and wet grass of Haiti's Massif du Nord mountains floating
through my cracked window as I sailed down Ellis Avenue, that familiar Chicago
street of my youth, and stopped my car in front of our red brick house. I tasted
the plantains my father had taught my American mother to cook upon walking
through the front door and ran my fingers along my father's oil paintings that
lined the walls. My hands stopped on an old favorite, and I rubbed my fingertips
over the clumps of dry green and red pastel paint- two women washing clothes
in a river, their backs arched with duty as they scrubbed white sheets and held
pleasant smiles on old brown faces wrinkled with wisdom and time. Behind them
lay a paradise of snow-capped mountain tops, trees, and an enormous blue sky
that draped over the women like a blanket.
I heard the footsteps of the past running across the wooden floors that my
mother and I kneeled to wax once a month. The walls pulsated, breathed, and

M

welcomed me home in little whispers screaming like familiar curses I'd heard

from my father for so many years. I walked slowly up the long staircase that
led to my parents' room . My body shook with the house, my heart matching
its pulsating rhythm, but when I placed my palm on the cold, brass doorknob
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to their bedroom and began to tum, everything stopped. My mother was
breathing softly as she kneeled by the side of their bed holding his black,
paint-smeared hand in hers. He had been painting up to his death, and to my
left I saw another painting of me drying in the corner. My Haitian father was
dead. I walked out of the house and slammed the front door. I started my car
and began driving, still not breathing-still standing in the doorway watching
my mother hold my father's hand, watching her wish her touch could breathe
life into him. I parked my car outside my donn and headed to the second floor,
entered my room, and grabbed the garbage can by the television set. I threw
away all my pot, my journal, and my contraceptives, took out my dusty Bible
and placed it on my desk. I could feel my father watching me, his hands hard
rocks at his sides. I could even smell the stale cognac that he wore like a perfume, flooding my nostrils. His spirit crouched in some comer covered in
brown oil paint. I heard his voice call to me, his English words always sounding as if they were drowning in his Creole accent, "Julia, what are you doing?
I can see you, Julia, no matter where I am."
I sat down in front of the Bible and turned to the first page. I began to read
about the Creation. It never said anything about dirty fathers who hit you too
hard and drink too much, and paint you wherever you tum. It didn 't mention
abused wives and mothers who love Mr. Hydes and pray too long for the antidote. I gently closed the flap , and the phone rang.
"Hello."
"Julia, baby, it's your mother." My mother sat at the other end of the phone
line tracing her fingers along the portrait of me I had seen in the comer.
"Hi, Mom." I pushed the Bible from in front of me and knocked it to the
floor.
"Baby ... " She paused, holding back tears. "Your father just died . His liver
gave up."
She didn't hear the door slam; she was concentrating on my father's life.
"Julia, honey, you OK?" Her hand dropped from my illustrated face and
she closed her eyes. I was sure I could hear tears hitting the phone in tiny
thuds.
"Yeah, I'm fine."
"Will you come over?" Her voice sounded full of need.
"I can't right now, Momma."
We were quiet. Death hung in the air between us.
"OK, sweetie, I'll give you a call tomorrow." I imagined my mother with
her hands on her hips and her eyes closed as they often were when she was
sad.
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"Yeah," I replied, not knowing what to say to a grieving wife or bow to act
as a woman who bad just lost her father.
"Bye, Julia." My mother hung up the phone with her eyes still closed. She
would now prepare herself for my father's funeral. She would have to stand in
front of a group of Haitian mourners dressed in black, clutch a framed picture
of my father, and cry the loudest, making sure he heard her wails even as bis
cold body was lowered into the ground. She would have to prepare the meal
of riz et pois colles, griot, and conch to feed the mourners. I was expected to
help her, but my mother knew I bad not eaten Haitian food since I left home
three years earlier, and I would certainly not eat Haitian food now that my
father was dead.
I hung up the phone, stretched myself out on my bed, and stared at the
ceiling, the eggshell white suddenly turning into shapes from my youth : an
easel, a paintbmsh , a hand turning into a fist. I tried to push myself into sleep
by curling into a ball and covering my ears so I couldn 't hear my father's voice
that lingered around my earlobes like earrings. I got up, put my shoes on, and
walked to my car. The engine purred as I pulled into the liquor-store parking
lot. I opened the door and the fluorescent lights hurt my eyes so much I had to
squint. I walked the aisles looking for something to put me to sleep. There was
his brand: the bottle, a rich mahogany color, looking like syrup instead of poison. I picked it up and felt its smoothness under my fingertips. I thought about
my father's hands, how at times they could show so much tenderness. How
they could create such beautiful paintings that would make my heart ache; and
how sometimes, the very thought of them would make bruises appear where
they had once landed on my brown skin.
I was suddenly eight again, my green, plaid, Catholic-school dress
scratchy against my thighs. I was trying to ignore my father by concentrating
on removing the wrinkles from my white shirt by pressing down on them with
my left hand and wiping them away. He was dragging me down the street.
Sweat was breaking out on my forehead. My legs were shorter than his, and I
could barely keep up with his long strides. My father loomed over me. His
head blocked out the sun, and an orange light surrounded his black hair and
created a halo. I didn 't want to look up his six-foot, three-inch frame and into
his dark face that was twisted into knots of anger.
I moved inside a glass box, the world just beyond my reach, my father's
words sharp and landing upon me like knives. He squeezed my upper arm as
if he were taking my blood pressure. He spit my name out in loud screams,
angry because he saw me playing with a boy earlier. I looked up at the buildings that scraped the sky. I looked into other people 's apartments and wished
I could have their lives.
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"I saw you, Julia," my father said, throwing the first blade. "I saw you
from the window playing with that boy. " I remained silent because I have felt
this sharpness before; I knew what my father would do to me even if I didn 't
speak. I looked at the people who passed by. Their looks of sympathy didn 't
cause any emotion in me. Their faces began to blur through the glass .
" Where is he?" he yelled, the comer of his lips curling into a snarl.
"Where is he, Julia?"
I pretended not to know who he meant. I watched the sidewalk as if it were
dancing for me, telling me a story about quiet places where there were no
sharp tongues and no fathers. He moved faster and I fell and skinned my knee.
The blood dropped down to my white socks.
He stopped to allow me time to stand. He looked me directly in the eye,
and I smelled the cognac on his breath.
"Julia, I promise I will not hurt you if you tell me where he lives. "
He started rubbing my shoulders as if he were painting, creating something that sings off the canvas in bright colors of sunrises. I wanted so badly
to believe my father, to trust that he didn't like to feel the sting of his flesh
against my face. I tried to convince myself that he loved me and didn 't want
to control every part of his only daughter 's life. And then I looked hard into
bis bloodshot eyes and remembered the truth, that my father did beat me close
to not walking and he would do it again. I looked into the sidewalk for answers
and heard the slap before I felt it. It bounced around my eyes and rang in my
ears. This time blood fell from my nose and formed red dots on my white
school shirt.
"Julia, I saw you playing with a boy, and I will only ask you one more
time." He let silence linger between us so that I could feel the stinging on my
face , the warm blood that dripped over my lips, and the copper taste that began
to fill my mouth.
" Where does he live?"
I spoke because it was the moment for me to utter the sentence I held in .
"I don 't know, Dad. "
He looked into my eyes again, and I imagined him sitting somewhere
inside of me, looking around for the truth.
"You know the rule, Julia. Recite it to me."
I spoke very softly, trying to keep my voice from offending him. " I do not
play with boys. I do not look at them." I wiped the blood from my mouth.
" Say it again and this time louder."
" I do not play with boys . I do not even look at them," I repeated loudly.
He watched me again with the look that said he was inside my soul. He
turned around and dragged me towards our apartment. Once at home I knew I
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would be punished for every crime I had ever committed during my eight
years in his possession. I would stay up all night reciting rules that he had
drilled into me since I was old enough to understand and form words that were
never my own. I moved towards our apartment like a criminal to execution,
very slowly, and savoring my last breaths of air. I looked up into the apartments that surrounded me and caught sight of a painting done by another
artist, his style more abstract, his colors expressing his emotions. His brushstrokes told stories. I stared into that painting, imagining myself covered in the
purple, red, and burgundy paint, and dreamed of the life I didn't have.
"Did you want to buy that?" the liquor-store employee asked as I stood
staring into the cognac bottle as if it were a crystal ball.
"Yes, please," I answered barely over a whisper. I followed behind him to
the cash register shaking the memory away and clutching the bottle in my
right hand. I sat the bottle of Martell on the flat counter surface and waited for
him to tell me the price. He stood there and peered into my face, looking for
a clue to my age. I reached into my pocket, pulled my ID out of my wallet,
and placed it down in front of him. I had been drinking this stuff for years. It
still made me laugh that liquor stores carded me for a liquid that was like milk
in the refrigerator at home. He placed the large bottle in a brown paper bag,
and I handed him the money.
"Enjoy," he said as I placed my hands on the paper-bag-wrapped neck of
the bottle. I walked out of the store and into my car. I pulled the bottle out of
the bag and ripped the top off in quick movements. I sat in the liquor-store
parking lot and took large sips of strong cognac, feeling it tumble down my
throat in burning mouthfuls.
It was my eighteenth birthday, and I still feared my father like dying. We
sat in our living room in black armchairs that were only separated by a glass
coffee table. My father's portraits of me hung all over our walls, and I did my
best to not look into the painted eyes that followed me around the room. My
father sat straining his neck to get a closer look at me, his hands wrapped
around the annrest. I had only spoken two words to him since the day had
begun, trying very hard not to start a fight with him. I sat in our living room
and stared into a blank canvas that leaned against the wall next to the fireplace.
I could hear my father's thoughts. They reached out and seeped into my ears
like smoke. He thought I was seeing someone. His eighteen-year-old daughter, who was now of marrying age and off in college, was sleeping with some
boy. The wheels were turning noisily in his head, and I knew he felt as if he
were losing me. He looked at his hands and saw me gliding in between his fin-
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gers like water, becoming a woman who spoke words of her own. I felt his
eyes bum holes into my head, and I kept my gaze toward the canvas. My
mother labored in the kitchen, chopping peeled plantain into yellow disks and
smothering chicken in Ti-Malice sauce in celebration of the day of my birth. I
could smell the different spices of the American and Haitian dishes that filled
up our house as my mother cooked them in the hot stove. I wished to be in
there with her, removing the soaked kidney beans from the basin, licking
spoons covered in layers of yellow birthday-cake batter and sneaking tastes of
spicy food before it graced the table. But she had demanded that my father and
I talk.
"You are getting older, Julia," she reminded me earlier that evening,
touching the side of my face softly, her brown eyes now noticeably surrounded by wrinkles. "You need to talk to your father before you get too old to forgive."
I watched her hang his suit shirts after she said this, putting them in order
by color. I studied how my mother took such great care of his things. The way
she moved her small brown hands over the collars, sighed deeply, and smiled
faintly. I knew I was already too old to forgive. But I could not say this to my
mother who had slipped out of the womb coated in the ability to forgive too
easily.
We sat in the living room, my father and I, with him staring at the side of
my face and me staring into the white canvas until his lips broke apart and his
words came out in a flat tone: "Julia, who are you seeing?"
The white canvas began to smTOund me like walls, and for a moment I was
not in my house anymore. I could not hear my father's question, but I remembered one of father's many rules: You do not play with boys. You do not even
look at them. I remembered his hand squeezing my ann at the age of eight, ten
years before, and the painting I saw while standing on the sidewalk at that time
as I looked up into that apartment window.
My father got up slowly out of his armchair and stood in front of me. He
had become thin, and his curled-up fists that used to pound down on me like
hammers were smaller, weaker, worn. I remembered the blood I tasted in my
mouth, and how on days when the clouds blocked the sun I could feel it seeping over my lips.
My father loomed over me as I sat there in the black-velvet armchair, and
I remembered my first boyfriend when I was sixteen. He was a tall, darkskinned boy. I remembered how my father chased him down the block with a
knife, threatening to kill him if he ever talked to me again. When my father
came into the house later, panting and coughing, he took one look at me and
hurled the knife at my legs.
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"Julia, who are you seeing?" my father asked more softly this time. He
was giving me the chance to tell him I had sinned. I finally looked into his
eyes which were redder than ever and spoke loudly so that my words were
clear and free.
"Her name is Anna, Dad. She is a painter too." I stopped to give him time
to understand what my words meant. My pause gave him a chance to realize
whom I had chosen to love. I wanted to tell him that she made me feel alive
where I had been dead all my life. I held his gaze and was very afraid. There
was suddenly a loud sizzle from the kitchen as if my mother had just thrown
the plantains into the vegetable oil. My father turned and looked at the doorway of the kitchen, his face wrinkled in despair, and then he turned back to
look at me. I could see my father 's memories of sitting in a hot Catholic
church in Jeremie, reciting Bible passages by heart that were drilled into him
every Sunday.
He raised his worn hand and slapped me hard in the face . My head jerked
to the right, bumping against the cushion of the armchair. He let out a little
wail as if I had · stabbed him in the stomach or the heart, and moved back,
reaching for the velvet armchair. He moved and cried like an injured animal,
starting to mutter in sob-filled Creole that I barely understood. My face was
stinging and throbbing and I wanted to run out of the house, but I stayed and
watched my father. I had never seen him cry. I had never seen him injured. He
spoke louder and I could understand what he said. "My daughter is a demon."
He yelled it louder as if to alert the paintings on the wall and the dead who
were sitting in the corners of our old house.
"You are a demon, Julia," he whispered more to himself than to me. "You
are going to hell."
I didn't speak; I only watched him as tears flowed down his face. I was
soaking in every movement he made, every tear that fell onto his shirt.
"All that paint, Julia. I have painted you so many times." He wiped the
tears from his cheeks. "You are so beautiful. You cannot be this way. You
can't. You are mine."
My father cried like a child and I forgot every one of his rules . I dug my
nails into the chair before answering him. I looked at every one of those portraits, my father's image and mine forever trapped in dry paint. I thought about
the fire I wished to build with those paintings, watching the colors fizzle into
the atmosphere. I stood up, walked towards my father, and whispered to him
so that he would always remember the way my words brushed across his face .

"I am no one's."
My mother walked into the room, drying her hands on a dish towel , ready
to announce that dinner was served. She smelled the air and frowned, smelling
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the musty odor of disappointment and heartbreak.
"What is going on?" My mother looked from me to my father who sat
slouched in the armchair. I walked to the front door, picked up my jacket, and
began buttoning it.
"Momma, I'm going to go now."
"What's going on?"
I wanted to tell her that scent she smells is my liberation, but my mother
didn't hear the dragging of chains as she and I moved around in that house. I
placed my hand on the doorknob and opened the door.
"Where are you going, Julia? What about dinner? It's your birthday." She
walked towards my father and reached for his tear-stained face. "What's going
on? Somebody tell me."
"She's a demon." I heard my father mutter as I turned away from them
both and shut the front door to the house of my youth.
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Bodhisattva

Larry Gilman

uzie 's fake ID shouldn't have fooled a blind man, but the old skank at
the Liquor Locker, over on the Jersey side, sold us two sixes and a
flask of Southern Comfort anyway. It was easy; Suzie, who was seventeen and
looked twenty-one in dim light, turned on her charm. I was sixteen and looked
like I'd spent my whole life eating fried food in a mushroom cellar- pale,
dumpy, and puffy-so I hung back, pretended to study wine labels, and let
Suzie make the buy.
She plunked her stuff on the worn Formica counter, flipped back her long
black hair, and leaned forward on her elbows, squooshing her boobs forward
and up in her T-shirt. She smiled brilliantly, two tens jutting from her fingers
like a cigarette, and the shriveled old skeez behind the counter lit up like a
match.
"You got some ID?"
"Sure," she said, fishing her fake license from a back pocket. He squinted
at it, fondled the warm plastic as if copping a secondhand feel , and handed it
back on his palm so she had to touch him to pick it up.
"You want a bag for that, sweets?" he said, grinning.
"Sure," she said brightly. "Thanks, mister!"

S
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She hefted the crackling bag in the crook of one arm, flipped her hair
again, and headed out with me in tow. At the door I glanced back and saw the
old guy leaning over the counter to watch us. To watch Suzie, that is. I wasn't
even on his radar. His watery blue eyes were glued to her bottom and his face
was twisted up like he was having a heart attack. Suzie may live in a doggysmelling trailer home with an alcoholic mom and two jailbird brothers, but she
has a pert nose, a curvaceous mouth, plump ta-tas like the Little Mermaid, and
twin scoops of heaven for a butt. Girls like me are invisible around Suzie, like
stars at noon.
We went down the outside steps nice and slow under the yellow, bugswirling bulb, trying to look all grown-up and legal , like ho hum, just buying
some booze, la dee da, but at the bottom we lost it and sprinted for the car.
Lucille was a toast-colored ' 75 Nova that Suzie had inherited when her mom's
mom, who hardly ever drove anyway, died of a stroke. We jerked our doors
open and tumbled in. Suzie chucked the bag at me, stabbed the key into the
ignition, twisted it, popped the column lever into Drive, and stomped the gas .
Lucille wallowed up onto pavement, coughing and spitting gravel, and we
were off, the Liquor Locker shrinking aft and the humid, woodsy air of early
September beating through the windows against our faces.
As I stashed the bag between my feet I felt a guilty pang; the ten bucks I'd
just spent on booze had been donated by my dad, in good faith, for a late
movie in Stroudsburg. But the wind sucked the thought right out through my
teeth and sent it tumbling out the window like a gum wrapper, and that was
that.
Suzie stuck her right hand out, palm up, and I grabbed it and shook
because I thought that's what she wanted, which made her laugh, so I laughed
too . I'd only known her for two weeks and was as green as a frog . I'd never
really been out before, never moved so fast, never known so much.
In ten minutes we were back in Pennsylvania and in ten more we were
northbound on Route 297, our local Autobahn: two patched lanes, crumbling
shoulders, peeling lines drooping from drunken poles, faded billboards for the
Poconos. Wooded hills rose and fell on either side of the road, humps of darker
dark against the sky, and a half moon flickered in the branches. Suzie hugged
the speed limit and we kept the beer and Southern uncracked and in the bag,
just in case.
As we drove we got to talking about the great marching-band sex scandal
just breaking at school. It fascinated me the way a scab fascinates a little kid.
Was it really true that girls I saw every day in chem lab or study hall had done
it in the practice room with Mr. Hindley- a sleepless-looking married man
with no chin? But just as Suzie was about to describe what Andrea Schuyler
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swore she'd seen through a pinhole in the black paper taped over the practiceroom window, Lawn World appeared in our headlights. Lawn World is an
asbestos-shingled one-story house about a mile out of town with a big lawn
running down to the highway and hundreds of ceramic ornaments standing
around. They aren 't for sale or anything; it's just a place where some old people live who really, really love lawn ornaments.
"Whoa!" I shouted, putting out my hand, and Suzie braked so hard my
shoulder belt locked. We stopped with two wheels run up on the grass, and
then my door was open and I was out and running in the moonlight as if
weightless, slaloming through an obstacle course of birdbaths, Madonnas,
black-faced lawn jockeys, stags with one hoof lifted, mirror balls, marching
ducks, and giant toadstools.
"The gnome, Marcia!" Suzie shouted from the car. "Get the gnome!"
I spotted him instantly and veered left around a miniature lighthouse. He
was perfect- about two feet tall with a fat stomach, a big beard, and a red
cone-shaped hat with its tip folded over like a dog 's ear. I squatted, wrapped
my arms around him, and heaved. He was cold and slippery from the night air
and amazingly heavy, but up he came, leaving a dark spot in the grass.
A light snapped on behind me, sending freaky shadows pouring over the
lawn. I began waddling down the black stripe of my own shadow toward the
car. A door creaked and banged, an old woman squawked "Hey! " and my shin
hit the edge of a concrete birdbath.
Limping, I made it back to the car and toppled backwards through the
open door onto the bench seat with the gnome clutched to my chest and my
feet kicking in the air. "Go, go! " I screamed, as if Suzie needed to be told.
Between my sneakers I could see the old woman zig-zagging toward us
through the statues, waving her fist and shrieking, "You stop! You stop right
there! God damn you!"
Lucille's drive wheel went vreee on the wet grass, then caught pavement
and threw her forward, rolling me against the back of the seat and slamming
my door shut. We fishtailed once, then steadied out and dropped down the
highway like a rock, hooting and laughing.
" Strap him in! " Suzie yelled, eyes darting between the rearview mirror
and the road ahead. "Strap the fat little fuck in! "
I struggled to a sitting position and shifted the gnome to stand on the seat
between us. Suzie glanced down at him and sang out in gleeful Southern
Sheriff falsetto , "We takin ' you fo' a rahd, boah!"
"That's raht, boah," I crooned, my heart thudding in my throat as I dug in
the seat-crack for the ends of the center belt. "We goin ' fo ' a rahd! You lahk
goin ' fo' a rahd, boah?" I snapped the belt together and cinched it tight over
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his stomach while he smiled his fake smile. "Oh, you one o ' them buddha
boahs, 'zat it? Well, we'll see 'bout that!"
Lucille was shimmying slightly at seventy-five or eighty. I put my own
seatbelt back on (Suzie never bothered with seatbelts) and twisted around to
look back, half-expecting the cops to materialize behind us complete with
flashing lights and air support. But they were probably parked off in a cornfield somewhere smoking confiscated dope, and there was nothing behind us
but the porch light of Lawn World just disappearing behind some trees. I
rubbed my dented shin and fought a powerful urge to pee.
A turn marked by a lone yellow streetlight loomed on the right. I thought
Suzie would take it but she never even touched the brake.
"That's the one they'd expect us to take," she said as it flashed by.
"Right," I said, nodding wisely.
Cornfields blurred past like low gray walls. Black masses of trees jumped
up to the road and then back again, and we blew past a mobile home with its
windows glowing TV blue. Another turn came up, this time on the left, and
Suzie braked fast and turned hard. We straightened out with a jerk and our
tires grumbled over a wooden bridge. Suzie turned hard again, to the right, and
suddenly, wonderfully, we were snaking along the Peaks Kill River on a narrow dirt road with no guard-rails, no centerline, and no houses or lights, just
trees and dark forever.
I was so relieved I had to do something, so I reached over and slapped our
prisoner 's stomach.
" You a cute li'l fat boah," I said. "How you get that cute li ' l gut? You been
eatin' too many frahd pawk rahnds?"
Suzie exhaled between her lips, pflf, as if flushing the whole world out of
her system. She'd had her hands clamped at 10 and 2 since Lawn World, but
now she stuck her left elbow out the window and draped her other wrist over
the wheel.
"OK, all right," she said, scooting her butt forward. "Whoosh. Fuckin' A.
Time to crack a coupla Micks."
"Jolly good," I said, suddenly British. From the bag between my feet I
fished up two bottles of Michelob, gleaming in golden labels .
"Glorious!" Suzie cried, also suddenly British. Steering with her knees,
she reached out her right hand and waggled her fingers. "The wun-dah ! The
myst 'ry ofit all!"
I twisted the cap off the bottle, handed it over, and opened one for
myself-my first road beer ever.
"To our churn the wog!" I cried, clanking my bottle against the gnome's
hat.
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"To our chum the wog!" Suzie replied.
We toasted and drank.
"To the Queen's bum!" I proposed next.
"To the Queen 's bum!"
We toasted and drank again.
"And to the Queen's tits!"
"To her tits!"
Just then a left-hand turn blipped through our headlights. Suzie stopped
fast, skidding a little, backed up, and took it.
" Where 'zis go?" I asked, wiping my lips.
"Who knows?" Suzie said, shrugging, then barked: "Hey! What the hell
are we thinking? What, are we high ? Tunes! Tunes!"
I rummaged in the dark footwell, which was inches deep in grit, empty
cigarette packs, loose change, dried-up french fri es, and crunched soda cans.
Finally I came up with a cassette, though I could barely make it out by the
moonlight.
"Uh- Steely Dan :S Greatest Hits?"
Suzie kissed the air to signal yes. I stuck the tape endwise into the slot in
the dashboard and ancient ' 70s grooves, canned before we were born, poured
from the rear speakers to blend with Lucille's pebble-pops and road-rumble.
A dirt road even narrower than the one we were on angled uphill into the trees,
and Suzie took it.
We were less than a mile as the crow flies from Route 297, which I had
driven about a million times, yet I was totally lost. But getting lost is easy
around here. For one thing, the roads in this part of Pennsylvania connect like
a web woven by a spider on acid: pavement leads to dirt, dirt to more dirt, and
dirt back to pavement. Then there 's the terrain : abandoned farmland , state
game preserves, ridges and valleys, and mile after mile of woods owned by
nobody knows who. Sometimes you pass an old grain silo slouching in a field ,
or a roadside bar with a bug-caked neon beer sign burning in the window and
a row of trucks nuzzled up like sucking piglets. Go a mile from your house in
any direction, make a left, a right, and another left, and with any luck you
won 't know where the hell you are.
So you drive. You drive until you ' re good and lost, because when you ' re
lost life opens up. You never know, you might get lucky, you might find something big, something that nobody's ever seen before. Which sounds ridiculous
but it's not. You just drive, that 's all. You dri ve until you find something-or
until something finds you.
We were doing about 35, headlights tunneling through dark trunks and
low-hanging branches, when a gray shape came fl y ing at us from the right. I
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flinched , there was a loud whunk, and whatever it was went sailing back the
way it came. Suzie locked the brakes and we skidded in a cloud of dust.
" Shit," we said together.
Steely Dan was singing bodhisattva, bodhisattva, bodhisattva! I stabbed
Eject so there was just the thrum of the engine and bright dust drifting in the
headlights.
"Shit, shit, shit," Suzie said, jamming the shift lever into Park.
We got out and stepped up front to inspect the damage, but there wasn 't
much, really, because Lucille was built like a tank. The tip of her fender glistened wet and was bent back a little, and her grille was shattered. Pieces of
gray plastic lay on the road.
Suzie set her beer on the hood, squatted facing the car, and twisted a splinter of grille loose, peering in at the radiator. I noticed something stuck in a
crack and pulled it free: a tuft of coarse gray-and-brown hairs with fine black
points .
Suzie stood up, tossed her piece of grille away, and retrieved her beer. She
tipped it back to suck a long hit and then belched loudly.
"So- where' d it go?" she said.
I stood up too and blinked into the dark of the woods, eyes still dazzled by
the headlights. All I could see was a bright dot of light like a mailbox reflector, about fifteen or twenty feet away. We left Lucille idling in the road and
stomped up through weeds and mountain laurels toward the light.
The side glare from the headlights was glinting on some kind of pale shiny
loops. As we came up close I saw they were a deer 's guts, spilled on the
ground from a ragged slit in its belly. The deer's big wet eyes were open wide.
Its tongue stuck out onto the dirt and it was breathing with a fast chuff, chuff
"Ah, God," Suzie said. "Ah, shit."
At the sound of her voice the deer tried to get up but couldn't. It kicked
and struggled but its legs were floppy with extra joints, broken to pieces, so
all it managed to do was hook a loop of guts over one rear hoof. It lay there
thrashing, kicking its own guts out and chuffing.
We stepped back. I felt shaky and put my hands over my stomach as if to
hold my own guts in. I could almost feel them spilling out too, being yanked.
"Jeezus," I whispered.
"Ah, shit," Suzie said. "Let's get out of here."
She turned to go . I started to follow but fetched up like a dog on a chain.
" Sooz, wait," I called miserably. " We can't just leave it like this."
She turned on me instantly. "We sure as hell can leave it like this! Hey,
I' m sorry, OK, it's a mess, it sucks, but it was a fucking accident so what the
fuck do you want me to do ?"
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"I-I don't, uh," I stammered, "but, like there 's gotta be something-"
" Like what? Huh? Like what?"
"I don't know," I said, feeling my face get hot. "How about, I don't know,
a tire iron maybe?"
"What!" she cried, rearing back incredulously, "No! You're not going to
get shit all over my tire iron, no way! "
She turned, walked toward the car, and turned again. " Look," she said.
"That stuff makes me sick, OK? Just thinking about it makes me sick. So you
just do whatever you want, OK? Whatever."
Part of me felt ridiculous, like why am I doing this? But as Suzie slammed
her door another part of me was thinking well fuck you too, and a third part
was running through the logic: I had to kill the deer, but how? With no tire
iron, no baseball bat, no gun?
How about a rock? Sure, a rock. I started kiclcing at promising-looking
shadows in the weeds-nothing. I searched a few yards up the shoulder, then
back the other way. Still nothing. When you're not looking for rocks,
Pennsylvania is like one big rock, but there weren't any there, that's all, just
dirt, weeds, pebbles, and rotten sticks.
"God damn it," I screamed. "Where are all the rocks?"
Just then the music started back up in the car- bodhisattva,
bodhisattva I-and all at once I saw the solution. I went back to the car, opened
the passenger door, and knelt clumsily on the edge of the seat.
"Ready to roll?" said Suzie, raising her voice over the music. The
Southern flask was open in her hand.
''No," I said, frowning as I unbuckled the gnome. "Just a minute, OK?"
She shrugged and tipped the bottle back. I hugged the gnome and backed
out, honking my head on the edge of the door. As I came up to the deer I saw
that it had stopped kicking but was still chuffing. It seemed to be watching me;
maybe it sensed I wanted to help. I like to think so, anyway.
I knew that ifl thought about it I wouldn't be able to do it, so I just planted my feet, hefted up the gnome, and let him drop . The deer 's skull crunched
flat with a sound like a model ship getting sat on , the rear legs gave a few
jerks, and it was over.
I stepped back. The gnome stood there with his dark lips in his white
beard, grinning like a satisfied idol, the deer 's long tongue sticking out from
under his feet. I stared down at him for a few seconds and he grinned back up
at me.
I turned and stumbled downhill to the car, flopped in and slammed my
door. Lucille felt strong and loyal as she pulled away. The Southern bottle was
lying on the seat, so I uncapped it and took a swig- another first for me. It
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tasted like sugared gasoline, and for a few seconds its sheer burning nastiness
seemed to clear my mind. Then I remembered the gnome out there in the dark,
standing there, grinning, and I wished I'd smashed him when I had the chance.
We were tunneling through the woods again with dirt rumbling and popping under our tires and music pouring from our windows like smoke. I
glanced over at Suzie's expressionless face, faintly lit by the dashboard. Now
she hates me, I thought. Great. I took another hit of Southern, shuddered, and
capped it.
If only we hadn 't stolen that stupid gnome. If only we hadn 't hit that stupid deer. If only I hadn 't insisted on being such a goody-goody, such a Girl
Scout. Why? What had it accomplished? It was all so incredibly dumb.
I dug up a fresh beer (I'd lost track of my first one somehow), wrapped my
thumb and forefinger around the cap, and twisted it off. I could have just
dropped it into the footwell , but instead, on impulse, I chucked it out the window. And that was the weirdest thing that whole night, because if there's one
thing I've always hated and think people should be shot for it's littering. But
there it went, blip, eaten by the night: one small piece of junk for Man, one
giant leap for Marcia.
Maybe Suzie saw me, I don 't know, but it was like I'd made a signal or
something. As I raised my beer to my lips, she reached over and turned down
the music.
" So, Marsh," she said, half-laughing, wickedly confidential , "how much
you think Mr. Hindley charges for private lessons on the skin.flute?"
She was so beautiful I felt a pain in my throat, and I knew why the old
skank at the Liquor Locker had looked like he was having a heart attack. I
laughed, loud and high-pitched, and Suzie laughed too, throaty and rich . She
held her band out for the Southern and I uncapped it and handed it to her like
a peace pipe. She swigged and the music poured over us like cream and we
were together again and everything was fine. Perfectly wonderfully fine.
And as we drove on I tipped my beer up and drank, drank without stopping to breathe, the beer cold in my throat and burning in my nose. Drank and
drank as if there might be a lucky prize at the bottom, and time was running
out.
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Ten Years Before
Ready
Megan Stielstra

was the only girl sitting in a roomful of men, a dream come true under
your normal circumstances. Pretty good odds, if you know what I mean
(wink wink), and you ' d think someone perpetually single like myself would
have been on the ball that day, looking up coyly from the People magazine on
my lap and catching Someone Wonderful 's eye across the crowded room,
crossing my legs high at the knee so the backs of my thighs might show underneath my skirt- oh-so-nonchalantly-or having one of those first conversations where you realize that you listen to the same music and once lived in the
same major metropolitan city and that the both of you- and this is SO coincidental- EAT DINNER on Saturday night, oh my god me too! And maybe we
should eat dinner together, seeing as we both eat dinner ANYWAYS!- and he 's
just SO perfect!
But all the guys sitting in this room- the women's family-planning clinic
on Milwaukee Avenue- were most certainly NOT perfect. The mere fact that
they were there meant two things : (a) their semen had a high potency level,
never a high selling point for a twenty-three-year-old girl, and (b) they were
all waiting in that room for a wife or a girlfriend or a one-night stand, waiting
for their problems to be solved. Waiting, waiting, waiting, but here, in the

I
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waiting room, it was almost over. Before this moment, everything had been
shitty, but after, things would be back to normal. Right? Wouldn't everything
be back to normal?
They were all staring at me, those guys, and I wondered if they thought I
could give them an answer just because I happened to have ovaries and all the
other appropriate parts.
Or maybe they were looking at me because they didn't understand why
there was a girl out in the waiting room. Weren't the girls supposed to be on
the other side of that door? That white swinging door where all their lady
friends went in one way and came out another? This waiting room wasn't a
place for me, it was a male-testosterone kind of place, like living rooms during Super Bowls or midnight poker games. This is where they lit one another's cigarettes and said, "Tough break, man," and gave each other understanding looks like, man, I know what you're going through and damn, won't we
feel better once we're out o' here.
Or maybe they were looking at me because I'm pretty, because their girlfriends were out of earshot in that other room.
I wanted to stand up on my blue pleather chair and tap my Diet Pepsi can
against the wall. Excuse me, I wanted to announce to the room, I am here helping my friend. I am here because not all men are nice and comforting like all
of you, willing to take the day off from playing video games to accompany
their girlfriends to one of the worst moments of their young, foolish lives.
Sometimes girls don't have a guy as great as all of you, so she sits on her
roommates bed in the middle of the night and says, "Can you please come
with me, June? I really can't do this alone. " And you say, "Sure, Lydia, of
course." The next morning, she gives you directions to where you 're going.
"Just take Damen to Milwaukee," she says, "then east for awhile." " What am
I looking for ?" you ask, 'cause at this point you still don't know shes pregnant, even after all these signs like puking in the morning, and wanting to visit
her mothers grave, and acting crazy, and you wonder how you could have not
known, you know? How could you not have seen? When she tells you, she
avoids your eyes, and when she sees you make a move to hug her, she holds
up her hand and says, "Don 't. Lets just get it over with. " On the car ride to
the clinic you grip the steering wheel tight while she looks blankly out the window, and you wonder what on Earth y ou can say to put some life back in her
face . "Do you want to talk about it?" y ou ask eventually, glancing at her out
of your peripheral vision. "Not really, " she says without looking at you, and
you turn back to the road while you work up courage to try again. A couple
minutes later you say, "Are you sure you want to go through with-, " but she
cuts you offfast, saying, "Yes, I'm sure, " a little bit angry, a little bit bitter.
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You know then that she doesn't want y ou to ask any more questions, that shes
on edge as it is, but by then you can 't help it. "Who-?" you start, and she
turns to look at you for the first time that morning, fire burning in her blue
blue eyes and snaps, "I can 't talk about this right now, OK?" "OK," you mumble. "OK?" she says again, louder, to be sure you know you 're in risky territory. "OK," you say a second tim e, f eeling terrible, and she turns back to the
window and you turn back to the road.
What do I say? You think to yourself, What do I say?
I was still wondering when we got to the clinic.
I sat next to Lydia in the waiting room while she fill ed out her medical
fonns. How long do you think you 've been pregnant? it asked in cold typetext, the word pregnant on paper looking ugly and violent. It was a reminder,
seeing it there in print. YOU ARE PREGNANT! it yelled, and even though you

are here so as NOT to be pregnant, even though you will be putting this out of
your body there is no way in HELL we will let you put it out of your mind.
PREGNANT PREGNANT PREGNANT! it screamed, and I slumped down in my
seat and put one hand protectively over my belly- thank.fully, gloriously
empty- and the other hand on Lydia 's arm.
She twiddled the pencil over the question- ho w long do you think you 've
been pregnant?-and looked nervous . She put the tip of the pencil into her
mouth and chewed. She looked blankly around the room the same way you do
when you take the SAT, in the hopes that the answers are graffitied on the
walls.
"What's the matter?" I asked her, leaning over the armrests.
She bit her lip and turned to me. "I -," she started, then paused, and that
was the first time I had ever heard my friend unsure of herself. "I don 't
remem- ," and she stopped again and suddenly it all came back to me. All the
guys who came in and out of our apartment- sometimes late at night, sometimes early morning- marched through my memory in a chain-gang line:
Carlos and Aaron and Luke and Matt, Bill and Sheldon and Andy and
Roger- their faces and their words and their beautiful, beautiful bodiesLawrence and Ramon and Paul, Richard and Joe and Zed- they all came to
hang out with my roommate: Johnny and Justin, Karl and Kevin- and my
wild, overconfident, c 'est la vie, red-headed Lydia.
Ho w long do you think you 've been pregnant? the paper demanded . I'm

not going to ask you again.
"A couple months?" she whispered to me, helplessly, and I nodded.
"Yeah," I agreed. There 's no way I would ever know how long it had been,
any more than I could tell Harry from Tom or Dick from the other two, but she
was my best friend and right now she needed help. "A couple months," I
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assured her. I had never seen her so out of control. I'd seen her jump onto
tabletops and dance. I'd seen her get into bar fights. I'd seen her cry in the
middle of the night. She was my friend- I'd seen her a hundred different
ways-but every time she was in charge of the situation. She knew exactly
what she was doing. And now, here in the women's family-planning clinic, she
was lost. I don't think she could have made it inside without me gripping her
forearm, would still have been standing out on the sidewalk waiting for the
door to open by itself, like one of those motion-detector exits at grocery stores.
If that had happened, it would have been a sign. That she was doing the right
thing. Come right on in, Lydia, it would have meant. Don't worry, you 're not
the first and you won't be the last. You 're making the right decision, that's
what an open door said. A closed door said Just what the hell do you think
you 're doing, girl? Over my dead body am I going to let you in this room!
I'd side-stepped around Lydia when we arrived at the clinic. I'd opened
the door for her, and she walked through it, her beautiful hair tied tightly back
behind her head, her beautiful dancer's body hidden in black sweats. Her eyes
were glassy, and she moved like she was on drugs, like she wasn't sure where
she was going. I'd put my hand into the small of her back and gently, carefully, pushed her towards the front desk like the guy tango dancer guides the girl.
She was given a form and told to go sit down, the nurse behind the counter
pointing out to the waiting room.
I wondered if it bothered her that the other girls had their guys with them,
that those girls and guys could lace fingers tightly and say we 're in this together, honey. Lydia, fabulous Lydia, with men lining up to be with her; to touch
her; to see her laugh; to see her naked; to buy her drinks, dinner, anything you
want, baby; and right now in this room, she had only me.
Is this your first abortion? asked the form, and the pencil froze in midair
as if Lydia had just lost all the nerve endings in her right arm.
"Yes," I whispered, pointing my free finger at the affirmative box. "Check
yes."
The pencil didn't move, and Lydia turned her head towards me. Her blue
eyes were dull, and her mouth was quivering.
"No?" I asked. "You've done this before?" Tears filled those eyes, and I
knew now wasn't the time to ask why she'd never told me. I mean, wasn't I
her best friend? Wasn't I supposed to know these things? That was when I
learned that you '11 never know everything about anybody, even those who are
closest to you. Everybody's got something that they keep for just themselves.
I pried the pencil loose from Lydia's fingers and took the clipboard out of
her lap. She didn't protest, didn't even react, just sat there in the pleather seat
with that blank look on her face, like she was the zombie version of herself,
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like she was on autopilot. I checked the box that said NO.
If no, said the form, how many abortions have you had prior? I was starting to hate that form. That form made Lydia into something that she wasn 't. It
made her a Sexually Active White Heterosexual Female who ' d had multiple
partners and past procedures. It made her a statistic, one of those numbers that
politicians and activists have on index cards behind their podiums. Life is NOT
that simple, that is what I want to tell those politicians and acti vists. People are
not that easy to categorize. You don 't know her, I wanted to tell the form. I
wanted to rip it into tiny shreds for making my Lydia and all those other girls
think about all those things that should be furthest from their minds right now.
Do you know there are people who love you? That's what that damn form
should be asking. Do you know you 're a good person? There, that was an
important question, too. How about Do you know you 're doing the right thing?
And all the boxes following those questions should say yes. Yes I'm a good
person. Yes I'm doing the right thing. Check the box, yes.
"Lyd," I whispered, hating myself for having to ask her, hating myself for
not knowing the right things to say. " It wants to know how many times
you've-," and I stopped midsentence because the look on my friend 's face
nearly killed me. Her eyes were wide and full of water, tears wavering there
but not yet falling, her white hands gripping the edge of her armrest so tightly I thought the vinyl might peel off.
"Lydia La Vay?" said the nurse from the door, and panic settled into her
eyes under the tears. She took her hand off the chair and put it on my arm,
holding tight like a little girl who doesn't want to let her mommy go. I felt
trembling under her touch.
"What?" I asked her, searching her face. "What? TELL me."
"Lydia?" said the nurse again. "Lydia La Vay?"
"I don 't-," said my friend, and then stopped, start-and-stop, start-andstop, like she didn't have the nerve. The thought of Lydia, all guts-for-glory
and full of life- God, I'd envied that in her!- not having the nerve to complete a sentence scared the hell out of me. My best friend was draining before
my eyes, like someone was letting the air out of her tires.
"TELL ME!" I said again, and the nurse said "Lydia! " louder this time,
annoyed, and Lydia turned to look at her and then back to me, indecision in
her eyes.
I thought desperately of all the times Lydia had forced my words out of
me. How had she done it? I grabbed her by her upper arms and shook, watch-

ing her lifeless body wobble. "Goddammit, Lyd! " I whispered ferociously. "I
can 't help you if you don't tell me!"
And then the nurse was there, standing in front of us with her clipboard in
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her hand saying, "It's OK, Miss La Vay. We really have to get started now," and
my Lydia was up and gone, pausing once by the door to turn back and look at
me with her eyes still frozen, the water never fallen .
So there I was, all by myself in a roomful of men. They looked at me. I
couldn 't meet their eyes, and stared instead above their heads at a poster on
the wall, a glossy print of four girls smiling and holding hands. The words
DON 'T GO THRO UGH THIS ALONE were typed out under their heads, followed by lists of counseling hotlines in smaller letters underneath. You know
the one I'm talking about . . . it's everywhere: on every billboard and subway
ceiling, the backs of benches at bus stops and papering the walls at every clinic in the country. I remembered staring at it a couple of years ago when I sat
in one of these rooms, thinking I was pregnant.
I'd been with Ted about six months at the time and I was late, capital L
late, late like you remember to buy a box of tampons a couple days ahead of
time so you won ' t be caught unaware, and three weeks later the box is still
full. Suddenly everywhere you go there are mommies with babies and advertisements for diapers and posters for free clinics and little kids screaming on
the bus and getting smacked upside the head in Kmart, like you can ' t turn a
comer without something reminding you YO U ARE PREGNANT PREGNAN T
PREGNANT, and by the time Ted took me out to dinner to celebrate my winning the Albright fellowship, I was in full-blown paranoid panic.
I was sitting there, calmly eating carpaccio and capers, and I noticed this
sign over the bar from the Surgeon General warning that PREGNANT WOMEN
SHO ULD NOT DRINK ALCOHOLIC BEVERAGES. I looked at the glass of cabernet in front of me, and back at the sign- brain damage, it said, fetal alcohol
syndrome, and sudden infant death syndrome, all these syndromes, my God,
so many- and out of nowhere I spilled my wine all over the starched white
tablecloth and burst into tears.
"My God, June! " Ted had said as eight thousand tuxedoed waiters
swanned the table with soda water and washcloths, asking, "Do you need anything, sir?" and, "What can we get you, ma ' am?" and I wanted to yell, "I AM
TWENTY-ONE YEARS OLD AND DON'T YOU DARE 'MA' AM ' ME ! "Some
of the waiters knelt down around me and scrubbed at the wine that had dribbled onto my lap, swiping nervously at the blood red stains on my skirt and
watching out of the comer of their eyes as I cried and blubbered and sniffled.
"What is the matter with you?" said poor boyfriend Ted, half up and out of his
seat, not sure how to handle this very public outburst. Waiters came to grab all
the dishes off the table. More came to sweep away the soiled tablecloth. More
to replace it. More with clean dishes and more with new bread and still more
with the very same cabemet that the Surgeon General just TOLD me not to
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drink, and as soon as we were completely smTmmded- the entire staff, mind
you, scuttling around the table like rats- I took a deep breath and blubbered,
" I'm p-p-p-p-pppppppppppregNANT! " to a full audi ence, finishing off the
nant with a long, pathetic howl.
Everything stopped. It was like someone had zipped the needle off a
record. The waiters froze midmove. All of them wiping my lap pulled their
hands away as if the baby in my middle was contagious through my lap. Slowmotion slow, heads turned from me to Ted, everyone waiting with bated breath
to hear his response- the waiters and other customers and most of the bus
staff all watching him as he stared at me in full-on shock and said, "But I
pulled out," as if that logic would cancel out the biological process of goddamn MENSTRUATION, Jesus H. Christ!
Everyone 's eyes whipped back to me, waiting to see my reaction . One of
the waiters put his hand to his forehead, and another shook his head back and
forth as if to say, Oh you fool , to Ted, y ou never say y ou pulled out to a
knocked-up girl, man, don 't y ou know shit about women? I leapt to my feet
and pointed a wobbly finger at my soon-to-be-ex-boyfriend, tears of fury mixing with the ones of frustration. "YOU!" I said, and " YOU!" again, not able to
think of anything else. I looked around frantically for a drink to toss in his
face , some sloppy sauce to smear on his shirt, a newly sharpened steak knife
for his jugular-anything to throw at him, to banish this awful feeling in my
heart- but the only thing within my reach was a napkin that the waiter had
been scrubbing my skirt with. I grabbed it and in wild ridiculous anger
chucked it across the table at Ted. It floated gently in the air- that soft, linen,
bleached-white napkin- falling two feet short of its target and not nearly providing the violent release that I needed. I saw red and tried not to scream.
" FUCK! " I wanted to yell, maybe throwing myself prostrate on the ground
and pounding it with my fists in the middle of a four-star restaurant. " FUCK!
FUCK! FUCKity . .. FUCKity ... ffffffFFFF! " But of course ladies don ' t say
that- time and place for everything said my mother in the back of my headand I swallowed back all my piss and moans and turned to one of the waiters
at my side. "Could you please get my coat?" I asked tightly, trying for some
sort of eloquence, smoothing my wine-stained skirt down over my hips and
keeping my head high.
Ted was on his feet by then. The spectators all turned back to him, fully
engulfed in our personal tragedy. Th ere is a ten-dollar cover charge fo r this
p erf ormance, I wanted to announce, 'cause you know I'll need it since Mr. I
Pulled Out over there is a PHILOSOPHY major and I can 't buy a whole lotta
Pampers on what he 'll make after graduation- and I li stened to those words
pound across my mind and stopped . I am twenty-one years old, I thought, and
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bitching about what my husband makes for a living. And I'm not even married. I'm not even graduated. I'm not even, not even, even . . . The waiter
appeared with my coat, and I bolted out of the restaurant.
"June," yelled Ted behind me. He was right on my heels, out the front
door, into the street and grabbing me by my upper forearm on the sidewalk.
We were probably under a streetlamp, or illuminated by moonlight or something equally as cliched, 'cause you know we were about to have the very
same conversation that a thousand stupid kids had before us . "June, hang on a
second," he said, spinning me into his chest and catching me by the shoulders.
"WHAT? What are you going to say?" I yelled, nose to nose with him, this
HIM, this TED, who yesterday I liked/lusted/loved and now was repelled by,
pulling back out of his grasp, struggling under his touch.
" Will you just LOOK at me!" he said loudly, and I did.
It was the first time I had looked at my poor ex-boyfriend Ted all night.
Actually, it was the first time I'd looked at him in three weeks. I'd been too
busy thinking about myself, silently, alone-ly worrying and fretting and asking God on my knees to " Pleasepleaseplease, God, foxhole religion, I know,
but please don't make me pppp . . .ppppp ... .prrrrrr ... well, you know what I
mean, God, right?" But God hadn't heard me, and I looked instead to Ted,
smack dab into his blue eyes and I saw this:
He was scared. Really scared, horrified even. He had no idea what to do
and no idea what to say, and I realized then that this was not just about me. I
couldn' t be angry with Ted for saying the wrong thing because, in all seriousness, what could he possibly say that would have been right? What if he ' d
said, "Oh, shit, man." That was obviously what he was feeling , but you know
I would have grabbed a knife and cut him a new asshole right there on the
wine-stained tablecloth. He could have said, "What are you going to do about
it?" and I would have no-holds-barred attacked him for using the pronoun
YOU , for not owning up to his responsibility by saying WE. Then again, if
he ' d said, "What are we going to do?" I might have blown up at him for trying to have some kind of control over my body, my decision, MY body, MY
decision, OUR body, OUR baby. I put my hands to my head and tried to clear
my mind. Calm down, I told myself sternly, massaging my temples. Inhale.
Exhale. Jnhaaaaale. Exhaaaale. My pulse slowed, and I tried to look at the situation logically. This was not Ted 's fault. There was nothing Ted could do,
nothing Ted could say"Let's get married," said Ted, not letting go of my shoulders and trying to
peer way down deep into my soul.
Married? I thought, and said it out loud. "Married? Ma-Married?" It
repeated in my ears like an echo in a canyon. Married married married.
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"Married," said Ted again, all in a rush, and hearing the word seemed to
give him strength. "We get married, get you on my insurance, get a place, have
a baby ... ," he numbered everything off on his fingers, systematically, like
he was reading Kant's Critique of Pure Reason for an upcoming epistemology final instead of planning his future- and mine- and its-its, what a terrible thing to think- IT- but as soon as I started saying HIM or HER- giving
this IT inside me human characteristics, then it would be a person, and I
wouldn 't be able to . .. never be able to get an abor ... Oh God. Oh my God.
"We'll be a family," said Ted, all logic and rationale, like A+B=C.
I got this picture in my head all of a sudden of Ted and me in a garden
apartment in Wicker Park. It'd be very small, but clean, and oh-so-stylish
'cause I'd have been registered at Pier 1 for my wedding. We 'd have one of
those nifty little pouches that you carry your kid on your back in. We ' d eat
breakfast at the Bongo Room on Sunday mornings and read the paper instead
of talking to each other, just like old people do who have been married eight
hundred years, the only difference of course being that I was twenty-one years
old and I COULDN'T EVEN TAKE CARE OF MYSELF, let alone a little helpless child and a big helpless man and a marriage that was hopeless to begin
with, hopeless, Ted, it's hopeless, can't you see? Because we don' t love each
other. And I can 't live in another house where the mommy and daddy don 't
love each other. I can 't have a home like my parents ' . I can 't turn into my
mother.
Say it, said my brother Evan in the back of my head. Say it, sweeth eart, he
demanded, and I said it: I am not my mother.
Say it again! he said, and I did: I am not my mother.
I am not my mother. Not my mother not my mother not mymother notmymother notmothemotmothemotmothemotmothemotmothemotmother I am
not a mother I am not somebody's mother. Not yet. I can't be. I can 't be. I'm
not.
"Which one should we get?" asked poor Ted, completely baffied, standing
in Walgreens an hour later in front of two thousand brands of home pregnancy
kits. One line, two lines, Fact Plus plus sign, minus sign, give me a sign, Lord!
Make it pink-blue-clear, and I stood behind my big strong ex-boyfriend as if
he could shield me. "MEMEMEME pick MEEEE," screamed the boxes. I
shrank backwards under the hot fluorescent Walgreens lights, my breath coming fast and my palms sweaty. Panic. Panic.
Whoever organizes the shelves at Walgreens has obviously never been
young and scared and sh1pid, because on the other side of the tampons there
were the CONDOMS-the jellies and jams and spermicide smudgy gunky
goops and lubes- all with pictures of sexy, scantily dressed people on the
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boxes under brand names: a bare-chested Fabio type on the Rough Rider box,
a tan bikini-clad blond come-hithering and licking her lips for the Trojans, the
lower-half of a bulging man in skintight latex biker shorts modeling the Wild
Ride. All those sexy people pointed their sexy fingers at me and Ted standing
there in the aisles and said, "Maybe you should have thought of US before you
got all stupid, huh!" And I glared back at those boxes and yelled, "We were
using you, you bastards, and you BROKE! " and Ted added, "Besides, I pulled
out!" and all the boxes laughed and laughed. They rocked back and forth with
laughter on the shelves and started to blur together into pink and blue lines and
I knew I had to get the hell out of there as fast as possible.
"This one," I said, grabbing a random kit off the shelves. Birth Alert, it
was called, and it made this whole stinkin' situation sound like an emergency
instead of a mistake. Birth Alert, like the whole world had sirens going off for
me, red lights flashing coast to coast because I was in trouble, because I was
scared, me, me, me. Birth Alert, a little plastic contraption that sat on my bluetiled bathroom floor with Ted and me on either side. We stared at it, waiting
for a plus or minus sign to show up in that little window. Three minutes, the
box had said, you pee on the stick and then you wait three minutes. Three minutes equals one hundred and eighty seconds, of which forty-three had already
passed. Now forty-four had already passed, that's only one hundred and thirty-six seconds to go. Forty-five seconds passed, now forty-six. Forty-seven.
Forty-eight. My hands were locked together in my lap. Forty-nine. Fifty. I
could feel Ted's eyes on me, could hear his brain reaching for words. Fiftyone. Fifty-two. Don't say anything, Ted, I thought. Fifty-three. Don't. Please.
Fifty-four./ can't talk right now, can't think right now, can't breathe right now
fifty-five, fifty-six, fifty-seven-eight-nine-sixty.
"June," he said, and his eyes were on my face. I kept my eyes on Birth
Alert and tried to stay calm. Sixty-one seconds. Sixty-two seconds. Sixtythree. "I'm nervous," said Ted. I put one fingernail into my mouth and started
to chew. Seventy seconds had passed, more than a third of the way there, way
to go, June, way to go! And look how many seconds just passed then, while
you were congratulating yourself! Nearly ... wait.. .fifteen! That's eighty-five!
Eighty-five seconds! Ninety! One hundred! "And I know you're nervous,
too," Ted went on, "but I want to say this, OK, before we know anything,
'cause I want you to know that I mean it and I'm not just saying it 'cause we
may or may not be having a-" He stopped himself before saying baby which
was good because I was still thinking of the thing in terms of "it." "It." "It"
being the only way I could stay sane. One hundred and ten seconds. One hundred and twenty. One hundred and thirty. Forty. Fifty. Ted's words were flying
now, racing against the clock. "'Cause when it's all been said and done," he
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went on. He was barefoot and sitting cross-legged across from me on my bluetiled floor. I let my eyes drift from the contraption to his feet. He had bunions
on his pinkie toes, and I know everyone has bunions, but as the seconds ticked
by I needed something to hate. One-fifty-one, one-fifty-two, one-fifty-three,
fifty-four, fifty-five. Every second was an hour long. "Maybe this is some sort
of sign," he said, and I stared at the hard yellow calluses and felt the bile rise
in the back of my throat. "Like maybe we're supposed to be together, like
maybe we're supposed to do this, and yeah, we're young and all-" and I
thought, you bet your sweet ass I'm young, boy, fifty-six, fifty-seven, fiftyeight, fifty-nine, I just got started and I'm about ten years from ready for this,
sixty, sixty-five, seventy. "But," Ted went on, and I still couldn't bring myself
to look him in the face, just traced the wrinkles in his khakis with my eyes,
"but maybe this is fate. Maybe this kid'll save the world or something," seventy-five, "and what's important is that we don't have any regrets, you know,
"seventy-six, seventy-seven, seventy-eight, "June?" seventy-nine, "June, I
love you," he said for the first and last time, three whole minutes gone and
done and Birth Alert had a little minus in its middle.
I went to the free clinic the next day-didn't want to risk my regular gynecologist because she played canasta on Tuesdays with my mother. I sat there
in the waiting room for three hours having paranoid thoughts and chewing on
my liver until the doctor told me that I'd missed my period because of stress.
"STRESS!" I'd screamed, looking around for forceps or some other dangerous
instrument to wield violently upon him. "I'LL TELL YOU ABOUT STRESS! "
and I'd walked out in a huff, only to walk back in two years later with Lydia.
The nurse tapped me on the shoulder and told me they were having some
problems with your friend in the back, dear, and do you think you could follow me?
"Problems?" I said, jumping to my feet. "Problems like what, what do you
mean, 'problems'?" and the nurse looked pained, like she was choosing her
words out of a carefully selected arsenal of doctor mumbo-jumbo. I watched
her lips form the words, not even trying to understand what they meant. For
all I was concerned she was speaking Greek, or that Mmmwaaa mmwwa
mmwwa humming that the teacher in the Peanuts cartoon does. Long words,
scientific and technical, and I thought about how I was a white, educated,
affluent woman and I had no idea what this woman was saying. Imagine how
some poor English-as-a-second-language family must feel, standing there at
the free clinic trying to understand what the hell was happening to their little
girl on the other side of that door.
I followed the nurse and found myself in a long, sterilized corridor with
doors leading off either side of it like Alice in Wonderland. I fought down the
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urge to panic, remembering that I was supposed to be the strong one right now.
I was supposed to calm Lydia down, and it certainly wouldn't do for me to run
up and down the halls screaming, sticking my head into random rooms, seeing things I shouldn't see. I felt the nurse's hand on my shoulder. "Are you all
right?" she said, and I told her I was fine and could we please hurry.
About that time there was a commotion at the end of the hall. Banging and
yelling behind closed doors. "What's that?" I asked the nurse, but she just
walked faster, and suddenly I knew, this iron intuition grip around my stomach. I sped behind the nurse, our footsteps pounding down the hall. The noises got louder and louder and I thought shit damn hell as Lydia burst through
the door, barefoot in a white paper hospital robe. Her hair was loose around
her face, and her eyes were wild, unseeing, like I could have waved my hand
in front of her face and she wouldn 't've even blinked. "Miss LaVay," said the
nurse, quickly, calmly, and stepped in front of Lydia to block her. Lydia didn't
seem to register the nurse as a person. This woman was an obstacle in her path,
and Lydia slammed through it, shoving the nurse violently against the wall,
oblivious to her squeal of pain. She took off towards the exit and I followed,
not wanting to get in her way but refusing to leave her alone. She rushed down
the hall, through the waiting room, and out the front door with me on her
heels, the grip in my middle tightening.
I made it to the sidewalk, shocked, and watched my best friend rush
through moving traffic-horns blaring, tires squealing, and her tight, white ass
fully visible out of the backless robe. She made it to the double yellow lines
in the center of the avenue and stopped short, as if she were scared to continue forward into the oncoming lane. She spun around and looked at the lane
she'd just crossed, unable to come back and now she was panicked, trapped.
She kept turning forward, back, forward, back, not knowing what to do.
I was furious. How dare she put herself in that position, getting herself and
... it ... squashed into a two-dimensional pancake at any second? Selfish,
fucking selfish, I thought. What the fuck are you doing, Lydia? I wanted to ask
her, and, keeping one eye on the oncoming traffic, I ran across the street to
where she stood all doe-caught-in-the-headlights in the center. She was pacing
violently back and forth, yanking her hands through long, tangled hair, and
chewing on her cuticles. "Lyd," I started, good and pissed, but she didn't even
see me. What the fuck are you doing, what the fuck are you doing was running
through my mind, the words ready to burst out of my throat and slap her in the
face when suddenly she whirled on me and spoke:
"What the fuck am I doing, June, huh? Tell me THAT!" She almost yelled
the words, her hands flying through the air so uncontrolled I had to duck to
avoid being unintentionally walloped. "'Cause I sure as hell don't, and, you
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know, the fucked-up thing is that I was sooooo sure, like one hundred percent,
'cause you know I can 't do this now!" She spun around and started walking in
the other direction, up and down those yellow lines and pivoting around on her
heels like she just ran into invisible walls, "So I come here, right, to the fucking VACUUM CENTER-" she threw her hand up to indicate the clinic she'd
just run out of-"and I just kept saying this is the right thing to do right thing
to do right thing right thing over and over in my mind"- she pointed both
index fingers at her cranium and spun them around in circles near her ears, that
I'm going crazy gesture that people usually use in relation to someone other
than themselves- "over and over again," she went on, "like ifl kept saying it,
maybe I'd believe it or something wild like that, but then," she continued,
"THEN"-and she threw her hands up in the air as if this were the most ridiculous part of the whole thing- "I'm sitting there, you know, in this robe with
my feet up in those . . . those . . ." and she gestured in front of her, so worked
up emotionally that she couldn 't find the word stirrup in her vocabulary, so
instead she tried to paint them with her hands like some foreigner playing charades for food, "those THINGS! And I'm lying on my back and I'm staring at
the ceiling and I can't shake this feeling"-she clasped both hands on her
heart-"right in here, you know?" she said, thumping on her chest and her
eyes were pleading help me help me help me-"and I knew I was making a
horrible, horrible mistake." Her voice broke on the word mistake and she
bowed her head and cried.
And cried.
And cried.
It was the first time I'd ever seen her cry.
I thought about how much I'd wanted to be her. As free as she was, as
open, as wild. But with all that good comes bad, as well-some ugly with the
beauty- and Lydia had both. Just like me.
She stood there on the double yellow line, her paper robe flapping open in
the back, passing cars honking and beeping and catcalls hissing out their open
windows with Mexican salsa double-bass booming in the background. I worried that all those silly boys would get into some horrible death-defying
twelve-car pileup 'cause you KNOW they weren't paying attention to the road,
their heads leaning out of driver-side windows and their tongues dangling like
dogs, double-taking on the bare, white butt of a sobbing, broken-hearted, broken-down girl in the middle of the street.
"You see that?" cried Lydia through her tears, indicating her passer-by
suitors. Her lovely skin was raw and puffy, and her arms were wrapped tight
around her chest, as if she were trying to hold herself. "How the hell can I
bring a kid into this world when it's full of people like THAT?"
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"Because," I said, "the world needs people who aren 't like that."
Tears were rolling out of her eyes in big fat gulps, and her words were
whispers. "How do you know how my kid will tum out?" she asked, and for
every doubt she had, the more sure of her I became.
"Because I know you," I said. Think about it. If a kid turns out to be anything like her mother, then Lydia 's baby would be in pretty decent shapeindependent, beautiful, passionate, strong, talented, self-sufficient with a huge
pulsing heart.
Lydia didn 't seem to see it that way. " So you know me, huh?" she said sarcastically. " Well, who am I then, do you have that figured out? Who the fuck
am I?" I opened my mouth to answer but she cut me off, pushing my hands
off her and walking away. ''I'm a stripper, for god 's sakes," she said, " and a
slut. That's what I am, right? Isn ' t it?"
I followed her. "You survive," I said . "You live. You take care of yourself." She didn't budge, just stood there, frozen. "And you take care of me.
And Jack. And Mona."
"You all take care of yourselves," she said.
"We all take care of each other," I said, and I walked up to my friend and
put my arms around her, holding her tight like she ' d been holding herself
before.
All around us horns blared, and there were more invitations for " yous two
ta come over ta hang with me and Enrique whenever yous two wants" thrown
out of car windows . Traffic went by and the day went by just like life goes by,
and it felt so much better to do it together instead of all alone.
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Charbonneau

Michael Curtin

leary-eyed and shower-damp, Gary Charbonneau sat on the edge of
the motel bed picking stems and seeds out of the Baggie of dope in
his lap . He had only a towel about his waist, only the TV on to illuminate him.
That was the way he liked it. For three lost, drug-addled weeks I'd watched
him, gotten high with him, and now, perhaps by some sort of osmosis, his
appearance was beginning to make strange sense to me: his hunched, freckled
shoulders, his stoic, wordless face, his lean-muscled skin first silver then
aquamarine as the TV shadows rippled against him the way sunlight ripples
under water. Predictably, the morning cartoons proceeded in silence. In his
second-floor kitchenette he wanted always to hear the crush of tide- calling,
I suppose, like a siren from the beach below. I pulled up a chair where I could
either watch Looney Toons or Gary preparing the bong, though it struck me
they were both transmissions of a similar vein- preconceived images that
would play whether I saw them or not, like all things decided in their shape
and weight that you are powerless to touch or change.
Entering the dark seashell that was Gary's room, I always felt I was stepping back in time--or, rather, entering a place where time could be persuaded. More subte1Tanean grotto than comfortable living quarters, more work in
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progress than finished product, the room burst at its seams with a menagerie
of things thrown from the sea, things collected, culled, and transformed. Sure,
it had the standard, motel-room fare-TV-stand dresser on your left,
disheveled queen-size on your right, kitchen and vanity at the back- but the
first things you noticed were the black, spray-painted, shell mobiles hanging
from the ceiling and the stacks of National Geographies rising floor to chest.
Each day the collection-what Gary called "An Experiment in Transplanted
Ecosystem"- grew: a picket fence of standing driftwood jostled for available
wall space; a jury of giant conches deliberated atop the dresser; long coral
columns with alabaster arms lounged in the bathtub like spent lovers.
Heathery native grasses sprang from laundry hampers as if their thin roots
thrived on wicker; scores of picnic baskets brimmed with perfect, ivory sand
dollars as though a vast global migration had occurred. Smoothed-over stones
of every tint and tone, in various states of being beaded into necklaces, lay
spilled on the floor like so much seasoning. On the sill below the curtains letting in miniature sabers of light, shark's teeth and fish eyes and the helmeted
husks of horseshoe crabs lay strewn about-all leftover pieces of the oceanic
puzzle.
And in the nucleus of it all , at the edge of that bed and the forefront of my
mind, was Gary Charbonneau, last man to see my wayward mother alive.
Did I mention we'd get high?
Jesus God, did we ever. The way I figured , if he sold half as much weed as
he smoked, he could retire a tycoon by the time he was forty. A walking produce section of marijuana he was, a regular A&P- Jamaican Blue, Maui Waui,
"kind," "red bud"- you name it, we smoked it. As it happened, he invited me
over the first morning and after that I let myself in. And though it's true I never
actually saw them leaving his room, I knew they'd been there- the hard-drinking girls Gary corralled at the Pequod, the low-maintenance girls who poured
themselves into ripped-up jeans shorts and spilled themselves out for the older
man who sunk dollar after dollar into the bar 's jukebox, the local girls who
worked in the tourist shops selling bathing suits and plastic alligators. If it
wasn't the musky vestiges of sex or the pillowed impressions where their soft
heads had lain, the red highways down Gary 's back always gave them away.
Who knows, maybe they constituted his halter-top den of dealers, selling loose
joints up and down the sea strand. What did I care? Mom had brought me up
to believe the only reason pot wasn't legal was because the federal government hadn't figured out the most profitable way to regulate it.
With the mercurial delicacy of a museum director, Gary would point out recent
acquisitions he thought interesting: a gourd-shaped teak "bowl" from Indonesia,
cherry-molasses-imbued tobacco from the Middle East, a gold-leaf-plated chuka
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from Amsterdam. He liked to eat bacon out of the pan, powdered donuts out
of the box. He said very little, and I said even less. On the rare occasions we
left his room- both of us, I admit, rather shabbily dressed and unshaven-I
got a kick out of the way the other motel guests would stare suspiciously at us,
gather their young protectively as though Gary and I were connected not by
blood (Gary didn ' t look old enough to be my father) but by the most unsavory
link their imaginations could concoct: Look at the street peddlers! Is that a gun
he 's carrying? Oh my god what if they just escaped from prison? Wrong! I'd
laugh, just two stoners out on a mind-expanding walk. Of course, each day I'd
remind myself why I was really there-how I suspected Gary of withholding
information about my mom 's whereabouts-and each day, I'd leave his room
all stony and feeling like a piece-of-shit son, guilty of some crime of omission.
For his part, Gary did not veer one bit from the story he related in his postcard
and subsequently told me when I an-ived unannounced in Fort Lauderdale: a
few months earlier Mom had tracked him down through a mutual friend. No,
he didn't want her to leave, but she was just as reluctant to stay. No, she didn't say where she was going and no, he dido 't ask. The reason he'd written me,
he stressed, was to let me know that she seemed all right-a little frayed , but
all right. He never intended for me to drive halfway across the country; I was
wasting my time.
Leaving a return address was a mistake, he should have known.
This morning had started no different from any other: I sat slumped in the
motel chair, the ca1toons leaching like radioactive material through the
precincts of my nineteen-year-old brain. How long had I been there? What day
was it? I looked in my right hand- for no good reason I was still holding the
breakfast spoon I' d used on my cereal. Then Gary Charbonneau murmured,
" Red and black, friend of Jack. Red and yellow, kill a fellow."
What? On the rare occasions he did speak, I usually didn't have a clue
what he was talking about. This was one of those occasions.
"Yeah," he said, utterly to himself. His head cocked slightly in my direction, as though I were a spirit he was sniffing out, then he went on extracting
seeds from the sticky, skunk-smelling clumps of dope and relocated them to
an empty film canister. It made me think of the bears and other wild animals
they airlift out of national parks when they misbehave.
"Red and black, friend of Jack," he intoned. "Red and yellow, kill a fellow. " He was savoring each word, sucking the juice out of them. His eyes
were closed when his eyebrows fluttered up his forehead. "Weird- the things
you remember. "
"What are you talking about?" I wondered if maybe he'd taken some of
the little blue sleeping pills I'd often seen scattered on the nightstand.
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"You never heard that? No, I guess living in Illinois your whole life you
wouldn't." He didn't mean it to be critical, but I nevertheless felt a quick lash
of embarrassment for having led such a safe and sheltered life. He went on,
"It's an old saying we used to have where I grew up. Tells you whether a snake
is dangerous or not by the sequence of the bands. Red to yellow, see, those are
the snakes that can hurt you."
"Where did you grow up?" I tried not to sound too interested.
He raked the feathered hair back from his eyes and spoke with pride.
"Jacksonville." He grinned uncharacteristically. His voice became almost
expansive. "Me and my buddy Dickey James. We were the snake-catching
kings of Jacksonville."
I reminded myself that the only thing I'd ever caught was a cold. That and
pneumonia, bronchitis, mono . Phlegm- that was my specialty. "What kinds of
snakes?" I wanted to know.
He paused, and I thought he might clam up, like he always did. "Shitwhat kinds. All kinds. Corn snakes, garter snakes, indigo snakes."
I paused for a moment to imagine this improbable talent. "Rattlesnakes?"
"One or two, but we didn't deliberately fool with them. We stayed away
from your rattlers and your water moccasins and your corals . Definitely did
not mess with coral snakes." Gary rotated his wrist, and tapped the meat of his
palm, above where you check for a pulse. " Still don't have any feeling there."
When an explanation wasn't forthcoming, I finally asked, "What happened?" Though neither one of us knew it then, he was leading us out to deeper water. Something flickered in his pale blue eyes. He continued sifting
through the pot, and said: "I was sixteen and Dickey James- he was fifteen.
We were in the backyard, out by my father 's lean-to shed under some lemon
trees. It was built up on some old masonry blocks, only there were chunks
missing, these gaps. The snakes would hide in those gaps. Well , one day we
went out there and saw this-he was big- so we thought he was a king snake;
there were always king snakes back there. Neither one of us stopped to notice
the red to yellow bands. I threw a towel over it, which is what you do, and
grabbed him just below the head, but the bastard squirmed loose and he . . .
and he got me." Gary clenched a fist, opened it, closed it. Ruefully, he grinned.
"I'd been bit dozens of times and nothing ' d ever happened. But this time I
started getting dizzy. Really dizzy. Nauseous. My hand felt filled with cement.
I couldn't move off the couch. Then my father comes in- he knew it right off
by the discoloration. He picks me up off the couch, throws me in the truck,
he's yelling at me the whole way, ' It's a goddam- it's a goddam-,' but he
can't spit the word out. I knew what the word was, though. I knew it was a
coral and a coral bite meant I could die. That 's the last thing I remember-
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seeing my old man scared shitless, thinking I was gonna die right there in his
truck. And I kind of liked that- seeing him scared like that."
I wanted him to say something more about his father, but he didn't. Not
then.
"I woke up three days later in the hospital. They said I hallucinated all
sorts of things. They said I almost slipped into a coma."
"Shit."
"Shit is right. "
He was perfectly still. I hadn't noticed but I was sitting up now, leaning
over close enough to see the faintly swollen, faintly purple rings under his
eyes. For the first time that morning those eyes met mine.
"But you know what the thing about it was? I knew it was a coral. Dickey
James didn't- but I did. I picked it up anyway."
My expression must have asked, Why in God's name did you do that?
" Who knows why a kid does what he does? Maybe it was the only way I
could get back at my old man."
"For what?"
"For being my old man. For always being bigger, stronger. For always
being right. That 's a hard pill to swallow your whole life. Or maybe because
when you ' re that age- "
His head shook back and forth with a gravity that only an older person, or a
person who has seen things, possesses. "When you're that age, you think you're
immortal. Got me? You're sixteen, you're not worried about a thing ... the idea
of your own death ... that's about as real as imagining ... infinity or what it
was like being the slave who put the last chunk of limestone on top of the Great
Pyramid. Hell, even when you ' re nineteen," he said, seeing as I was nineteen,
but sharply his expression changed as if he'd misspoken.
"Though I suppose," he allowed, blinking with a bracing clarity, "things
were a little different in your case." In your case, I thought. Gary was referring to my father's murder, the morning Mom and I were in the Chevy and
heard it broadcast on the radio: Zachary Foster has been found shot and
stabbed in the back of his tan late-model Cadillac . .. his name, my name ...
seeing with horror the shattered look on Mom's face , and grasping not the
gravity of his death, the father I never knew, but the easy erasibility of my own
life. Then the Chevy swerved out of control, jumped a curb, crashed down in
the gas-station-pump island. Mom would soon follow, spiralling slowly downward over months and years, as bis murder went unsolved. I stood up and
found myself leaning over the sink at the back of the room, studying Gary's
pale, placid reflection hovering before me in the mirror. Sitting there surrounded by all the stuff he' d pulled from the sea, the mad marine biologist.
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"Let me say this and then we ' ll drop it," Gary offered. He looked at me
looking at the reflection of him. "You were this little kid, but you were a serious little kid." I turned the faucet on. I threaded my hand under the hot water.
His calm voice had the opposite effect on me- I could feel this anxiousness
making me feel both weak and determined.
" Serious how?"
"I mean you did the same things as other kids-baseball, football. You
really thought fireworks were far out. And hyper- man, sometimes you could
be hyper as hell. But when you weren't running around, when you weren 't
hyper, you were different. Really ... " My own reflection stared back at me,
swimming in the wilderness between grown boy and young man- brown eyes
like shields, black ink for eyelashes, the tap-tap of a vein in my neck.
"Really what?"
"Still," Gary Charbonneau said.
I jerked my hand out of the scorching water; stupidly I'd burnt it pretty
good. I touched the tender pink flesh . " Still how?"
"As if sometimes you weren 't all there. Just disappeared inside your
head." His voice seemed to elicit a response from me. "Do you know what I'm
talking about? Hmmph. Anyway, your mom thought it was some sort of posttraumatic stress disorder. Or that you blamed yourself."
"Blamed myself?"
"We're ready here, chief." Unbalanced, I caught myself on the sink.
"Scalpel," he barked. I handed him the bong, and he started to pack it meticulously. I watched him the way you watch a campfire.
"Blamed myself for what?" I pressed.
"Hell ifl know. Your mom wasn't exactly playing with a full deck a lot of
the time."
His words were statements of how he saw things, but more than that I
could hear in his voice a tone I'd never heard when he was young and going
out with Mom. It was there now, though, this dim ray of understanding that
sought to illuminate the gulf- not only the gulf between the two of us in that
motel room, but the gulf between who he'd been and who he was. Who he'd
been was a hired hand, a man who drove a Mayflower truck up and down the
lower forty-eight, a man who in the summer worked the seedy carnival circuit
and in the winter ran a snowplow. But more than that he ' d been my only hope
of ever having a father- nearly a decade ago, when Mom and him were an
item. The only remnants from that past, far as I could tell, were the handful of
Polaroids wedged into his dresser mirror. Among them were a young Gary,
seventeen or eighteen, in the foreground of a violent jungle green, the jaunty
slant of the cigarette, his Army dog-tags glistening like teeth; another of Gary
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and his old carny crew in various states of undress, packed inside a Tilt-aWhirl cage shoving cotton candy into any orifices they could find; Gary in
suitcase- wide bellbottoms, cradling his dog- his nameless three-legged
poodle- to his chest, both of them soaked and standing in front of his old bungalow in the rain; and finally, the one that caught my attention every morning,
the one of Mom, suds on her cheeks, hosing down the old Malibu and giving
the camera the finger (her trademark). Before I even realized I'd removed the
picture, Gary told me that he ' d taken it the morning after they' d gone up to
Wisconsin. According to Gary they ' d driven for hours, finally stopped at the
edge of a cornfield, and threw down an old blanket. They drank three carafes
of wine under a full sky of stars.
"It was one of those summer nights where the leaves are so still that the
trees look fake. You know? Like something out of a movie set." His fingers
smoothed at his mustache. He tapped a cigarette out of the pack, lit it, exhaled
a long blue funnel toward the ceiling. Holding the bong between his knees, he
leaned back on his palms-deciding, I could tell, how much more he was willing to tell. Then, with an expression that was both beautific and fatalistic, he
said: "I didn 't really know her yet. I knew of her." His words. Though what he
actually meant, I decided, was: I wasn 't in love with her yet, but I soon would
be. I stared down again at the photograph and tried to detect some telltale signs
of their trip-cornstalks clinging to the Malibu 's rear fender or an empty bottle of Lancers pitched somewhere in the gravel- some proof beyond the mischievous look on Mom 's face.
"By the time we got back-the grill, the windshield- they were just covered with bugs. That's why- "
" -why she was cleaning it," I finished.
Gary said nothing for what seemed like a long time, though his mind
seemed to be working, working. Squinting intently, his head pitched back, he
brought the cigarette up to the edge of his lips and just held it there, not even
smoking it. Though I couldn't be sure, I wondered if he was recalling with
regret another morning- what occurred the summer following their
Wisconsin trip, toward the ostensible end of their relationship, the morning
Mom straddled Gary in one of the old wrought-iron kitchen chairs. She sort of
rocked on top of him, their silences interrupted only by quick jolts of laughter. I had, of course, seen them do this many times- not that they were naked
or anything-but I watched with a child 's innocent curiosity the way she
would hold her beer can up high and try to pour it into his mouth. Sometimes
he got really wet and sometimes they would end up wrestling, tickling each
other on the floor.
That morning the transistor radio was playing low. I wrote my name in the
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sweat condensing on the refrigerator, then went back in the living room, when
I heard her say, "Where do you wanna move us to?" It was incredulous and
cold, this voice coming from the kitchen, one that made me stop my game on
the floor. "I'm not taking Zack out of school. Why the hell would I want to do
that?" Gary didn't answer. I peered around the corner, thinking that the doorbell might ring because sometimes the pitch of her anger could do that, could
literally make the doorbell ring. "That isn't gonna solve a damned thing, and
you know it." She had a palm branded to Gary's chest, her other hand draping
the Coors over his back, when she laughed bitterly, "Hey, that's you!" She
reached for the transistor radio and shoved it into Gary's face. "Beautiful
loser," she sang along with the radio, jabbing a finger in his chest, taunting
him with her hard hazel eyes. "Where you gonna faw-aw-awl-huh Gare?
Where you gonna fall?" He didn 't say anything, not a single word, even as she
sang cruelly and tugged at his chin, even as the sweet feeling he had for her
turned sour inside, until she tugged once too often and he struck her down to
the old kitchen tile with the back side of his hand, a crisp calloused slap that
spun her head halfway around and sent her knees flying and her cheek thudding to the floor, where she continued to lie, just like that, sobbing and laughing and singing that goddam song until he left without a word.
But if Gary was thinking about that morning so many years ago, he gave
no indication of it now. Instead, he ashed his cigarette, sat upright again,
adjusted the towel at his waist, and aimed his chin toward the ice tray. It was
a special stoner's tray, the ice cubes thimble-sized and small enough to fit in
the bong's chamber. Gary dropped a few in, swiped a match, "Suction." He
started feathering the match over the bowl, mustache hanging over the chamber. Water gurgled, glints of orange jumped, smoke materialized and scurried
up the bong. His eyes glittered like pale fire . He handed me the bong. There
was a moment when I saw the two of us clearly, more than acquaintances but
not exactly friends. And right there, as I took that first hit, as my head swam
and my limbs grew light, I thought about how many decisions make up a
life-how many decisions had led me to this motel room with my mother 's
ex-lover, and how stacked on all sides like eggs in uncountable cartons were
other people in other rooms who had been led there too, for a time either brief
or extended by decisions great and small. Up and down the whole golden
beach, in motels and hotels and inns and condos, all of us in our little rooms,
pushed forward by the voices inside us, bidding us here or there through time.
Again, I inhale deeply, hold it. The air feels heavy, it seems to resist my slightest movement. How strange to be born at all! How strange to be born of two
parents-Mother, Father-whom you may not choose and who in tum cannot
choose you! How strange to have skin that sweats and blood that bleeds and
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opposable thumbs! How strange to be born in one time and not another, a century inside a cage. But in this room there is no time- and yet all the time in
the world. Here, time has to wait in line- smoke and more smoke, bong the
bong pass the bong. Blue thoughts billowing like wash on a line. Looney
Toons and the ocean beyond these walls grinding rock to sand and sand to
pearls and pearls to rock again. One of Gary 's giant concbes fastens itself to
my ear. I'm inside a shell listening to a shell! When I try to set it back down,
I damn near drop it. Gary shoots me an evil glare, breaks out in a huge easy
grin. "It's all right it 's all right it's all right." And I smiled because, every now
and then, if you' re really lucky, come those moments when you entirely forget who you are.
Slowly, with road maps for eyes, he turned to me. "So what's the plan,
Stan?"
I stifle a laugh as an anvil squashes Wile E. Coyote. I tell him I'm broke,
which at that particular moment is a source of endless amusement to us both.
"You're broke," be wheezes, laughing one of those mute, doubled-over, shoulder-shaking kind of laughs. "Broke," he mumbles, until he's laughing so hard
he's wiping tears from bis cheeks, and I can 't decide if he reminds me more
of Mother Teresa or William S. Burroughs, the whole time holding that bong
perched on the edge of his knee, as if he's forgotten it's there. All of it. Bong,
hand, knee.
"I'm gonna go back to my room." Five minutes later I still haven't moved.
"Oh! That reminds me." Gary leans over and his feathered hair sweeps
past his eyes, nearly touches my knee as be opens one of the dresser drawers
facing us. "Something in there for ya'." Pensively, his thumb and index finger
smooth his mustache, staring at the middle and out. "Go ahead."
Slowly I dip my hand into the drawer. "What the bell?" It's all I can say.
I sit there, just staring in disbelief, feeling the heft of it in my hands. It's
Mom 's old statue. And just that quickly, the sweet high seems to seep right out
ofme.
"I wouldn't take it at first, but she said she was tired of lugging it around.
It was one of the few things she had other than clothes; besides, it gave me an
excuse to give her some money. She wouldn't have accepted it otherwise."
Though I was staring at the statue, I could feel Gary 's eyes on it too, bear bis
voice, solemn and respectful over my shoulder. "For a while I kept it out, but
it didn 't seem right. I don 't know. It's yours now."
I held the statue in both hands, not knowing what the hell to feel. Maybe

everything at once. Because this wasn't just any statue, it was Mom's prized
possession. What registered profoundly was that if she was able to part with
this, what else had she disavowed? About the size of a bowling pin, the statue
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looked like dark-grained wood but was much heavier. It depicted two facesa man's and a woman's- wed at the cheek, and gave the overall impression of
a burning flame as they melted into one another, one cheek beginning where
the other ended. Their eyes were slit shut and their faces were oval and long.
Their expressions shared something beyond words or feeling in that flamesomething beautiful and distorted and painful and not any of those things at
all.
I let my thumb run over a gouge of exposed white plaster on the woman's
chin, and felt a vault inside me open. "You see that missing chip?" I asked
Gary. He reached out and poked at the gouge. "I dropped it." My throat
clenched unexpectedly. "I dropped it."
Gary Charbonneau leaned over, elbows on his thighs, looking down at the
ground. "Yeah? What she do?"
"Freaked out."
But what I didn't say was how irrationally she cried when it happened, or
how she stayed up all night gluing the tiny damned pieces back on, all except
that one, which we could never find, even though we scoured the ground on
our hands and knees; how from that day forward , whenever Mom took a man
into her room and closed the door, I always imagined it was happening. That
the muffled moans and feathery whispers coming from her room were a signal, the sound of their faces changing and melting together just like that little
statue-that was what love was, this thing that felt so good it burned, this
thing that claimed you the second you claimed it. And right there, as my fingers traced the statue's features, I almost expected that missing piece to be
somewhere, stuck to me in plain view. "Goddamn, she loved this thing. "
"I guess she got it in Mexico City." Gary said, and he leaned back, palms
flat again on the bed.
"Mexico? Naw!" I was sure she hadn 't bought it in Mexico. The idea of
her ever leaving the country was ridiculous.
"Yeah. She told me about it. " His voice was so calm it sounded antagonizing. "She loved it there."
"First of all- don't ask me why-she was afraid of Mexicans. Second, it's
impossible."
Gary's blue eyes flickered. His voice became even softer. "Why is it
impossible?"
"She never told me she went to Mexico. "
"Ahhh. And what makes you think she would have told you?"
"What makes you think she wouldn't have?"
Gary crossed his arms over his chest. "There 's a lot you don't know about
her."
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I shifted the statue back and forth , more and more quickly, daring myself
to drop it. "She'd have told me."
"Think about it-"
"She'd have told me."
"Think again-"
"No, you think again," I snapped, and aimed the statue at Gary's chin.
"You're fuckin' wrong."
Gary reached out and grabbed hold of the other end of the statue. For a
moment I resisted, then, with the slightest effort, he wrested it from me. He
turned it upside down and held the base of it inches from my face.
"What?"
"What?" he nearly butted heads with me. "Look at it! "
"What's the goddam difference?" I snarled. No answer, only that pale desolation in his eyes. "Fuck you," I shoved him, and felt the dampness on his
chest.
"MADE IN MEXICO."
"Fuck off," I pushed harder.
He laughed, "MEXICO, you stubborn little shit."
"So it was made there," I ripped the statue out of his hands. "Big goddam
deal."
"I have a feeling-"
"She could have bought it at the Renaissance Faire, she could've-"
"Zack, for Chrissake-" Gary leapt to his feet. "You 're missing the point,
man. I'm trying to tell you she was capable of anything, of saying anything.
Take a look around-" His arms were spread wide, his knees close together.
"She 's gone. Where's she been? Gone. Did she tell you where she was going?"
Burning back tears I glared at the little statue in my hands, the statue with the
chip in the woman's chin I' d made as a ten-year-old kid.
"Sorry," Gary said, exasperated, "but she's damaged. Inside." He punched
at his stomach. "She's in love with a dead man. Obsessed with him when he
was alive. Obsessed with him when he's dead. And if anybody besides me
knows that, it's you."
After that, neither one of us spoke, not for quite some time. My face was
in my hands. A few minutes must have passed before I heard the bed creak as
Gary sat back down. I could hear him smoking cigarette after cigarette, at first
anxiously, then more and more slowly, mellowly- the measured, rhythmic
flow of his breath putting distance between his harsh words and what he was
about to say next. Embarrassed, I flicked away tears, consciously trying to hide
them from him, when he said, "I have a feeling there are a lot of places ... a
lot of places your mom has been that no one, no one, not you or me or anyone,
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will ever know about. "
It was clear to me even then that what Gary meant were places you can't
find on a map. He meant places that desperation can take you. I felt his hand
briefly brace my shoulder. I stared at the statue while we listened to the ocean
rolling somberly in.
"You really don't know where she is, do you?" I asked, but Gary
Charbonneau just smiled sadly and stared off into the TV. "Do you?" He
flicked another match, pulled another hit off the bong, and started coughing
until he fell back on the bed, staring up at the ceiling, coughing some more,
hands on his chest. On Jell-Oed legs I stood, the statue so heavy in my right
hand it seemed to tilt me off to that side. I felt as though I had Mom 's entire
body in my arms.
"One for the ditch?" Gary Charbonneau held up the bong, a stoner 's
salute.
Standing over him just then, as strange as it may sound, it struck me that
he would' ve been a good father, had he chosen it, and I decided that if I ever
became a father I'd be a good one too. "No, I'm fine. " I reached the threshold,
doorknob in hand. I turned to him. " She missed you. When you left, she
missed you."
Gary Charbonneau closed his eyes. After a false start, his words came out
threadbare. "All right, sure," he said. "Just lock the door."
"We both missed you," I told him, knowing that this would be the last time
I'd see Gary Charbonneau. A slow heavy sigh fell through him, a sound that
reminded me of the roll of distant surf. Just before I opened his motel door and
the sun blasted in, brighter and hotter than ever, I told him to close his eyes.
Leaving, I got one last look at Gary Charbonneau, his skin suddenly brilliant
there in the bright sun. In the bright sun he was transformed- like a bronzed
pharaoh set for a course to the next world, surrounded by everything in this
life that he valued and treasured. He was on his bare back, only a golden palm
lay open atop his forehead. Above all else- in spite of his demons and his
dope, or maybe because of them- I had the passing notion that he ' d made it,
was a success, whatever that meant. When I closed the door and sealed him
back up, part of me wondered if he was still thinking about Mom- because I
knew I was-and whether it was the mom I knew or the one he ' d seen a few
months ago. But he was just as likely thinking about the next wave or his next
project, because to be content you have to live in the present.
Then, Mom 's statue firmly in my grasp, I made my way down the shadedappled stairs. I hit the scorching concrete hopping from foot to foot until I
reached the sand and started running as fast as my legs would take me.
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The Dope List

Rose Martula

Part One: Rehab
y my second week in rehab, they were starting to drill in on me pretty tight, trying to get me to talk more in group therapy and share my
feelings more and all that other bologna. But I preferred to listen, I really did.
It was amazing some of the stories these kids told. I was bored with my own
problems. But by the end of the second week, my counselor, Heather, sat me
down and told me that if I didn't start talking and contributing I would be
booted. I swear, it felt like they would boot you out if you breathed wrong half
the time. My insurance was paying for everything, and I really didn't wanna
waste the money, so I said to Heather that in the next small group, I would
share something "poignant." I actually used the word "poignant," if you can
believe it. What a smart ass. Morgan, this girl who was in the small group with
me, said the same shit was happening to her, that the counselors and heads of
staff were threatening her with expulsion every day, it seemed, and she
advised me to tell a story about a time I got real fucked up and how did I feel
about it or some shit.
So there we were, all eight of us, sitting cozily together in a small group
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on a Friday morning, and after a little of the usual bullshit-announcements,
concerns, questions-Heather gets right down to it, turns to me, and slams me
with, "So, Sam, what's an experience in your mind that stands out to you?
Maybe when you first thought that you actually might have a problem?"
Mrnmm, now that was quite a fucking question. Nobody had asked me a
question like that ever in my entire life. I had to think a moment, mull over my
thoughts, and my mind raced with millions of images and places when I was
getting high. It was hard to choose one, really. I could feel my face flushing as
I sat there for a moment in silence as everyone else sat waiting and staring at
me. My face always flushes when I have to talk in front of groups of people,
and it's damn hard to think of something good and meaningful on the spot like
that.
"Umm, well," I said bringing a finger up to scratch my chin. Nervous
habit, scratching my chin like that. "OK, let's see. All right, here we go. There
was this one time when I was hanging with all these rich kids in Connecticut
when I had just moved to New York. And they were all into going out to clubs
and shit, and see, before then, I wasn't really into that shit. I didn't go out
much, I thought of it as such a damn chore. Having to put on seven different
outfits to finally find the right one, having to pick out the pair of pants that
hang off your ass just so, finding that right pair of shoes that give ya enough
kick and shit, putting on all that makeup, whatever, you all know what I'm
talking about."
I looked up to a few smiles and continued, "Plus, having to shell out twenty bucks to get to a joint 'cause that's how much a lot of those kinds of clubs
cost (which is fucking ridiculous), then shelling out cab money, then bringing
money to buy drugs, and then fending off all those groping hands that are
always trying to cop a feel, and so on, and so on. Terrible fucking predicament,
if you ask me.
"But one day, I decide to go all out and just do it. At the time I had hooked
up with this group of Connecticut kids who shelled out money by the handful,
and all the North Face coats and phat kicks and piercings and credit cards to
prove it, I'm telling ya. So they come to my place one night, and get me out
of bed where I had just been eating ice cream and Doritos- 1 liked putting the
Doritos actually in the ice cream and mixing it all up together- and watching
late-night talk shows, Conan O'Brien. So I get all dolled up- I think it was a
little purple veloury number of a dress with all these swirling flowers embroidered in it, and these real tall black-leather boots, shiny as fuck that zipped all
the way up past my knees. How could I forget the boots? They were some
kick-ass boots. Then a couple of the girls helped me to paint my face all up real
nice, blood-red lipstick and sil very eye shadow, and pounds of that pancake
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shit all on my cheeks and forehead. And pretty soon, we're all standing outside waiting for our ride ( one of the boys had a-get this-a gold Mercedes
Benz), and it's fucking freezing outside. Those bitter cold November falls on
the East Coast could be a real bitch sometimes. And my legs are turning blue
'cause all my veins are popping out, and one of the girls whips out this briefcase, a fucking briefcase full of makeup with every shade of lip liner and nail
polish and eye shadow that was ever made. Wants to make her face just that
much more perfect. And all the cars are whizzing past staring at us 'cause I'm
sure we were a sight to see, between my shiny boots and the pierced faces and
furry coats and baggy pants and all. But I'm just standing there hopping up
and down on my toes, trying to keep wam1, and smoking cigarettes that I
couldn 't taste in the wind, and looking at all the shiny lights in all the skyscrapers to keep my mind from thinking too much about the cold."
I paused to scratch my chin again. Was I rambling? Was anybody even 1istening? I didn't really know where I was going with all this, but I knew I was
going somewhere at the same time. I looked over quickly at Morgan who was
leaning forward slightly in her chair with her elbows resting on both knees.
She nodded at me and I went on.
"But pretty soon, the ride comes, and we all climb in, with the music shaking the windows, and then we all pile out once we reach the club. It was in the
meatpacking district, and we kinda trotted and jogged to the door in our
clunky shoes. I remember looking up and down the long blocks as we made
our way, and everything just started to look so lonely and dark to me. It was
deserted, not a soul out, and there were bits of trash blowing on the street, and
I just started to feel real bad inside, real empty. I was beginning to wonder
what all the fuss was about going out at night and shit. I was with people who
I didn't know at all really when you came down to it, and who certainly did
not know me, going to a place where I knew I was gonna be throwing down
half my bank account. I was more used to just sitting at home in the comfort
of my room, and being safe and warm and comfortable when I was getting
fucked up. But we finally get inside, and the usual thing is going on. All the
girls are looking each other up and down, and the guys are throwing their
pimp/player attitude around, looking at every girl's butt and all. The group of
us walks right past the bar since we were all underage, and then we kinda
break up into twos looking for whatever drugs we were wanting. So me and
this one girl-the girl I knew the best of the bunch, Julia-we go off to the
ladies' bathroom which is also, interestingly enough, a bar. So you got all
these guys and girls, chilling in the stalls, talking, laughing, drinking, kissing,
whatever. And there are all these leopard-print couches there, too, lining the
walls, and a lot of people're just sitting there and doing bumps of coke in the
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comers. But it's crowded; I mean everyone's high and kinda pushing past each
other, trying to make it to the toilet seats to spread lines out, and my boots are
just about killing my damn feet at this point.
"So Julia's got all this Kon her that she's supposed to sell for this guy, but
we decide to sit down in the comer of the bathroom by the sinks and start
snorting the stuff out of the bag right there. I had never snorted the shit before
then, and it kinda burned real bad going up my nose, and then my face began
to feel huge and rubbery, and then everything started spinning, and then blam!
Total darkness, I couldn't see nothing, and whenever I tried to say something,
it came out real slow, like slow-motion sounding or something. But we just
kept doing more and more until we didn ' t have any bags left to sell. And my
nose starts running real bad down on to my lips, and I kept wiping my nose
over and over again. So then we try standing up as best as we can, and make
our way out of there and back to the bar area, where we find everyone chilling in this booth smoking a blunt and doing whatever drugs they 'd picked up.
We all sat in this circle snorting and sneezing and coughing and smoking, and
my heart began to thump, and everyone in the club turned real blurry, and I
couldn 't see for shit anymore, and my head would keep falling limply into my
chest like a puppet that can't sit up right, and somebody pets my hair and then
says that I look cute when I fall out like that, and I think, are you crazy? Cute?
And then I was in total darkness again, and I thought I was going nuts, I was
sure I was going nuts 'cause the world seemed like one big, blurry mesh of
lights just dancing together, and I turned to Julia-she was so skinny, like a
waif- and she was sitting there holding a crack pipe in her hands, and looked
at me through big puffs of crack smoke, and then she handed it to me, and I
started puffing, and right then, I asked her if I was going to die. I was dead
serious about it, but she threw her head back and laughed, and I realized that
she was nuts, and that we were all nuts. Just a bunch of spoiled kids running
around in flashy cars and fashionable clothes, and spending loads of money up
our noses, and trying to make it all seem OK, nonnal , that we were just fine
doing what we were doing."
I stopped. I was crying. Hadn 't even realized it. But my face was wet and
my lips were salty and my shoulders were shaking. I looked up briefly.
Heather was staring at me, so was Morgan, a few of the others were leaned
back in their chairs with their legs spread out in front of them, looking fully at
the floor, and one was looking out the window. I couldn't stop crying. I didn 't
even know what I was saying at that point, but maybe something about it was
ringing true, sounding real, like I was hitting it, telling it right, how it should
be told, and how it is.
I sucked up a load of snot. "So I kinda sat there and whatever, and everybody's
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laughter just seemed to be spilling out all around me and rose up from the
booth, and my skin started sweating and the veins in my legs looked even
more blue, and I got real scared, felt like I was the only person in that club,
scared, real alone feeling. I wobbled up onto my feet to go get a drink of water
at the bar, and on my way over there, as I fought my way through the crowd,
these two greasy-hair ed Italian guys-had these real thick accents, decked out
in designer suits and shiny shoes, and all lathered up with cologne-st opped
me. Asked if I would fuck 'em for money, and I was so scared of them, so
scared of the drugs, that I started shuddering. I could taste all the crack in the
roof of my mouth, and I had all this gooey shit on my lips. I wondered why I
took all those drugs when the more I did them, the more I hated them, and the
more crazy I felt, but I just wanted to keep doing more. I stared at the two guys
for a moment, and turned back around, forgetting about the water, and made
my way back to the booth, slumped down again, and started smoking some
more crack. Maybe that was the first time I realized something -I don't
know."
I started sobbing again and nobody said anything. They waited for me to
stop crying, but I couldn't. I tried to suck it all down a couple times, but it
would all just come pouring out again, and so we sat there for the rest of the
time, with me bawling and red-faced in my chair, and everybody else just sitting, listening, waiting. Morgan reached a hand over and tucked a strand
behind my ear. God, I loved when people did that.

Part Two: Goin' Down Again

W

hen I arrived home, my brother Marcus was crouched down on the
balls of his feet, leaned over a fat crate packed full of his records.
He was leaning over so far down that his nose was almost touching the tips of
the vinyl. As I threw my bag down and plopped myself down on the floor
leaning back against the couch and lighting a smoke, he was furiously going
through the crate, the albums making a quick snapping sound each time he
flipped one. There was a burning cigarette that had almost reached its filter
dangling out from between his lips, the blue clouds of smoke going straight up
into his nostrils- something that always made me feel ill, but never affected
him in the slightest.
"Fuck, fuck, fuck," he muttered every few seconds and then, all of a sudden, he hopped back a bit, still in his crouching perch, and wildly began grabbing records and throwing them out from side to side. He'd pull up a record,
glare down at it intensely, then another quick "Fuck" would escape through his
lips, and with a flick of his wrist, he would toss it like a Frisbee, skimming it
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across the hardwood floor. One to the left, one to the right, over and over, the
smoking ciggie still tucked between his lips, his baggy chinos sagging down
his ass and exposing the tops of his boxers.
"What the hell are you looking for?" I asked, dodging a James Brown
record that went sailing by, narrowly missing the cigarette in my hand. He
didn't answer but only threw the records more frantically, and I swerved my
whole body a little to the left to avoid a few that were airborne twelve inches.
I was right in his line of fire from my place on the floor. Felt like I was back
home when I was a kid with my mother sitting in the passenger seat of her
shiny black Jetta. She would swerve her car without bothering to look over her
shoulder or in the rearview or anything. The woman jerked her car between
lanes like she was playing a goddamned game of Frogger. I'd be thrown from
side to side in the seat, holding on for dear life, digging my fingernails into the
lining of the seat, flashing apologetic smiles to the other drivers who flipped
us off.
I reached down to ash my cigarette and, as I sat up again, a record that felt
like the weight of a double LP clocked me right at the bottom of my forehead
where it meets the top of the nose. My head went flying back with a jolt like
I'd just been shocked, and a sharp pain felt like it exploded inside my head,
making my eyes water up and spill over. "Jesus Christ, Marcus!" I yelled at
him, bringing one hand up to my forehead while I furiously snubbed out my
smoke in the ashtray in front of me. "What the hell are you doing?"
My yelling got him to stop and twist his head around, but only for a
moment. "Oh, shit, I'm sorry, babe. Are you bleeding?"
"Fuck off."
"No, sorry, sorry, I didn 't mean to do that, really. Here, have a cigarette."
He began to pull at the pack he had stuffed into his back pocket.
"I don 't need it; I just had one, fucker."
"Oh," and then he spun back around and resumed his frantic pawing. "I'm
looking for this Al Green record. I can't find it anywhere. I swear it was in
here; maybe I moved it, but I don 't think so. Now, I'm thinking someone
jacked it, wouldn 't that be bogus? If someone swiped it? People are bogus,
though, they really are. They ' ll do that kind of shit, especially with good shit.
But I need that record, I mean I need it, I was gonna make a tape today, and I
can't fucking make the tape without it."
He was going off. I slowly brought my hand down from my face, rubbing
my nose and studying his back that was turned toward me. His hands were
shaking a bit as he reached into his pack of cigarettes and lit another one, and
he was breathing kinda heavy. The sleeves of his shirt were rolled up, and his
skin looked hot and flushed , little beads of sweat rolling down the back of his
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neck from his matted hair. It was only then that something clicked inside my
brain, and I took a deep breath in through my nose. Vanilla air freshener, lots
of it, smelled like he had sprayed my whole apartment down with it or something. I took another breath and squinted my eyes downward. Underneath all
that sweet vanilla freshener, though, was the unmistakable scent of crack
smoke, of crack that had just recently been smoked and shabbily covered up.
I looked around my living room and then saw my glass bowl on the book
shelf. Then I looked back at my bumbling, fumbling fool of a brother hovering over his record collection.
"You smoke enough crack today, ya think?" I called out to him.
His shoulders kinda froze up at that moment, and his hands stopped fluttering inside the record crate for the first time since I had entered the room.
Then he turned around real slow on the tips of his toes and threw me a sheepish, half-scared smile. "I'm sorry," he said. "It really smells, huh?"
I had to laugh and I did, out loud, which made his frightened smile turn
into a real one. "Why are you bugging?" I said to him, and I really meant it.
What the hell did he have to be sorry about? Look who he was talking to . How
many times had I stumbled into his room plastered late at night when we were
both still in high school, and thrown up in his bed with him lying peacefully
reading in it? Or smoked pot in his room just because I didn 't want the smell
in mine? Or smoked my own fair load of crack in his L.A. apartment, utilizing his vanilla air freshener? Too many to count, and he had never said a word.
"You 're not pissed or anything?" he ventured.
"Hell no," I answered, throwing him a smile, but something inside my
stomach kinda clenched up, like someone was squeezing my insides. I certainly wasn 't pissed, maybe a bit nervous, but not pissed. "I didn 't know you
smoked the shit," I said.
"Only once in a while," he said, relaxing a bit and sitting down on his ass
facing me. "Makes me a little crazy, as I'm sure you can see."
"Oh, I see," I said, smiling. I had to ask. "You cop it by yourself?"
Marcus didn 't come to New York much, but in a fucked-up sort of way, it
would have kinda impressed me if he found it on his own, not knowing the
streets around there or anything.
"Yeah," he looked down at the floor and began tracing a swirl in the wood.
"I was looking for a blow. That's all I wanted, really, but the first guy I found
only had crack, and I just said fuck it, all right."
I smiled at my brother's face. Even though he may have done stupid shit
like that from time to time, he never had a problem with drugs. He sniffed
heroin, smoked crack, and snorted cocaine about as much as he gave in and
binged out on seven-layer bun-itos from Taco Bell--once every couple of
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months. I was so envious, so jealous, but I felt terrible about feeling that way
and wou ld never have said it to his face. He brushed back the hair that was
sticking to his forehead. He even looked good, his face sweaty and flushed and
high on crack. He looked good any time, really, no matter if it was five in the
morning, and he had to get up to go to work with a wretched hangover, or if
he was decked out in an Armani suit for one of his damned chemical-engineering conventions that he was always attending.
"You want any?" he asked, suddenly raising his head up.
Our eyes met one another's. We knew what was right. Fresh out of rehab
two months, and I shouldn't have been touching the shit. But I already had
slipped up and smoked some pot, and I'd sold some crack to those bimbo girls
at school and the half kilo of coke for Wolfie to those gangbangers . .. it was
my decision and no one else 's. But perhaps that was what I hated most about
it all.
"Yeah, all right," I said .
He smiled then, but I couldn't read it. Was he relieved? Happy? Scared?
Guilty? Something to do to ease the tension maybe? I smiled back and looked
away. As Marcus got up and went over to the bookshelf and grabbed the bowl ,
I raised myself up from my spot on the floor, walked over to the window facing down at the street, and looked out. The window was half-way open and the
smell of someone barbecuing ribs on top of their roof hit me full on as I leaned
down and rested my elbows on the sill. My dad always used to barbecue ribs
like that in the summertime in our backyard with his big chef hat on, an apron
wrapped around his waist, beer in one hand and spatula in the other. I breathed
it all in real deep, maybe hoping the barbecue scent would somehow clear my
senses.
"Here," Marcus said, handing me the bowl. He was at my side suddenly,
offering me the fully packed glass bowl and then, once I took it, leaned his
own elbows on the windowsill and looked down.
I wandered back to the couch lighting the bowl. It tasted like shit on my
lips but the rush swept over me like a bolt of lightning rushing through my
veins, and I slumped down onto the couch and took another hit. Marcus shuffled back over to the couch from the window, then plopped down next to me.
We passed the bowl back and forth between us a few times ; then he suddenly
jumped up and bent down into his records again.
"Oh, no you don't," I said fanning the smoke out of my face. It was beginning to reek in that living room. "Put in a goddamned CD or something."
"OK," he hopped to his feet and rushed over to the stereo and fumbled with
a CD case until his slippery fingers were able to pick one up and place it in the
disc changer, and with a shaking finger, he pushed play to let the Wu-Tang
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come spilling out through my speakers. Then he rushed over to his turntables
and began messing with wires and pulling out records from a different crate,
down below by his feet.
I leaned my head back against the couch and watched him. My teeth chattered together, I felt my face flushing and something rise in my chest. I wanted to stand up and pace around the room like he was but didn't wanna act like
a fool , so I just pressed my hands together, twiddled my thumbs, and watched
him pull at records and throw them down on the turntables. The giant headphones he had placed over his ears and the way he kept leaning down, turning
dials and adjusting knobs, all red-faced and sweating, made him look like
some sort of mad chemist, and what made it even funnier to me was that he
was a chemist in real life. I began to laugh out loud then, I couldn ' t help it.
God, did I love him. My brother was like a king to me, a goddamned king.
"Why you laughing?" he called over to me, not moving his eyes from his
hands which were frantically making little scratches on the record with the tips
of his fingers.
I couldn't stop. "God, I don't know," was all I could spit out. The scratches kept coming faster, and every time he would pick up a new record and
switch it with the one on the turntable, his eyes gazed down fiercely at them
as if he was solving the world's hardest chemistry equation or something. His
bangs kept sticking to his forehead, and he would blow at them or brush them
occasionally with the back of his wrist.
The rush was leaving me so I reached down for the bowl on the table again
and lit it up. I sucked in real hard as much as I could and got a bit of ash in my
mouth. I wiped my tongue off with two fingers and then, with trembling
hands, set the pipe back down on the table and leaned real far back into the
couch, pulling my legs up to my chest.
"You ' re not laughing anymore," he called out to me, taking the phones off
his ears and placing them around his neck. Then he leaned up with one hand
against the turntables and let a big breath out, wiping his forehead again .
''No," I said.
"Why not?"
"I don't know. " God, my heart was racing, felt like it was beating up
against my ribs like something awful.
"You need a drink?" he said suddenly. "I could use a drink." Then he
stomped over to my kitchen, reached up to the top of my fridge for the gleaming bottle of vodka that was calling down to him, tore open a cabinet, threw
down a glass with a smack on the counter, poured a couple of gulpfuls in, and
slammed it back straight, no chaser or nothing, with a quick jerk of his head.
Then, using the same glass, he poured more and brought it over to me. In
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exchange, I gave him the pipe.
" o juice or anything?" I asked.
"Don't be a puss, Sam," he said.
I held the glass in my hands for a moment, turning it a little as I peered
into the glass, and then blam, snapped it back in one swoosh. I thought it
would be terrible, but it tasted like nothing, like water. "Huh," I said. "I don't
feel a thing."
"That's the beauty of it all," he said, and sat down next to me on the couch.
We sat there all afternoon like that in my apartment, smoking crack and drinking straight vodka in gushing gulps, smoking cigarettes and playing with the
turntables, with the windows wide open and the fans humming, and spraying
the vanilla air freshener every couple of minutes or so. Sat and gabbed and
smoked and sputtered until the evening sunset came spilling in the windows,
the last of the crack had been smoked, and the roofs of our mouths tasted like
gooey funk and felt like sandpaper. I felt dirty afterwards and just wanted to
take a shower and crash out on the couch with the TV until I fell asleep.
Marcus had plans to go to meet a couple of his chemical-engineering buddies
at a West Village bar. As he showered and got changed, I was glad to be having some time alone where I could ponder the day's events, and try to make
sense of what the hell I was feeling.
"I'm out," he called to me from the front door, smoothing down his wet
hair once more in the mirror. "Don't wait up."
"I won't," I called to him. I was already curled up in my boxers and tank
top, tucked in a corner of my couch, remote control in hand, beer in the other,
and a bag of chips in my lap. "You look marvelous."
"Aw, stop lying," he called and then slammed the door behind him. I
stretched my legs back and began flipping channels, but the red evening sun
was making quite a glare on the TV screen so I settled on a movie channel and
kinda closed my eyes, wrapping my arms around a pillow. That old guilt was
starting to creep in; I could feel it. I felt so weak, so dirty, and the only thing
I really wanted to do was go get some more. I had already fucked up big time,
I had a bit of cash on me, so what was the difference? But if I was gonna get
crack, why not just get some damn dope instead?
"Forgot my smokes!" Marcus came barging back in through the front
door, and then snatched his cigarettes up from the front table. He then flashed
me a huge smile, his teeth looking huge and white and shiny, blew me a kiss,
and was out again. That was the last time I saw him.
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Sneaking Through
the Cracks
Vini Prabhakar

ome people remember the movements of their lives by the schools
they went to, or the people they knew, or the pets they had .
The stages of my own childhood I remember by the different houses we
lived in. And so too was it a measure of my father 's own professional ascent
in the work place: from the one-bedroom flats of Middle Eastern inner citymy brother and I sleeping like sardines on a too-narrow, too-hard, too-bitter
mattress-to the three-bedroom villas by the beaches and the parks.
The beach house embodies those very preadolescent years when everything is new and nothing is tiring, when the sweltering Arabian heat never
seems to be a deciding factor for what can or cannot be done at high noon, the
sun a sizzling egg yolk (high in the sky)-those years between six and ten.
If you pottered your way through the yellow-and-black bumblebee tiles of
the kitchen and wandered out the back door, you would be greeted by the
ocean. And standing on a stool on a bumblebee square, my nose touching the
window, I would see people, gray-haired ones, dark-haired ones- their slippers rooted in the sand- gazing far off in the distance at the sea, with the
crests of its waves glistening in the sunlight like a bed of fireflies . Was it a ship
they looked for? Or the tide maybe, watching the curling, low-tide waves with
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their tentacled fingers creeping up the porous edges of the ocean rocks, only to
turn rough and vengeful as they struck the rocks at their peak.
One fine, temperate day- somewhere in the years between six and ten-when
the house was quiet and no one would mind, I decided to investigate. For those
child reasons that seem all the more incongruous the more you age, I wanted to
feel older, so I wore my best burgundy frock, sandals, and I extracted from my
mother's drawer a handbag, which I slung over my shoulder.
I too looked at the sea, saw the tiny sand-flecked feet of youngsters (much like
myself, but I am older today) pressing the sand, heard a sullen crooning of the
Adan Al Maghrib prayer drifting from a minaret nearby, and birds in flight, off to
their trees to watch the sun melt noiselessly into dusk. Me listening. Here is the
beginning.
There was the Pathan at this beach that day when I chose to be older. The
Pathans are a people from certain villages in Pakistan, many of whom congregated in the southern areas of Arabia, namely my area, Dubai, for work. The Pathan
came, it seemed out of nowhere, on the wind, startling my study of the tide. A notso-tall not-so-short man, but with broad shoulders, sloping shoulders, clad in a
gray shalwar kameez, with its oversized and loose-fitting pants, the equally roomy
shirt draping its way down to midcalf, the henna-dyed rusty brown tint in the hair
and moustache, with its millipede-like hairs crowding his upper lip, and the
smile- the crooked smile that you come to understand as you grow older as lascivious. It is the smile that makes you comprehend exactly what it is that word
means. He touched my elbow, asked ifl wanted one of the pigeons that sometimes
nestled in the cement squares of that massive structure behind us my father once
called a water tank. I said yes. Pigeons are fine.
He led me to his quarters beneath the stolid tower. I think there was a faint
alarm sounding in the outskirts of my head, the nagging mother's voice and scowl
saying never talk to strangers. But for a pigeon. And being older. Older people
know how to carry themselves. It was the wind that must have dulled my hearing,
perhaps the salt mist in the air. So as the tide sidled in and as the sky gave birth to
the first star of the evening, I went.
His quarters were small, cluttered with clothes, plates, food, cigarettesRothrnans. I was made to sit on a bed, and l did so thinking, now, should I run
now? No. The pigeon. Wait for the pigeon. Then go. See, that's where he is now,
in that other room, looking for the pigeon. But when he returned he gave me a
drink the startling color of the purest garnets and rubies. What happened next?
Have you ever looked closely at the negatives for the developed pictures of the
party or the wedding or the sights? Every so often there will be a blank panel, with
no light, no picture. A black panel. In effect, a blackout. That is what happens
next. A blot, encased in gauze that gets swallowed up, snatched by the sea; a shadow that falls with no ripples, no warning, not even to say, Please, may I?
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This is why they stand, on the shore, looking out at the ocean.
When I came to I had no underwear on. And all I saw was that same
crooked smile pasted onto the face of that man who did not give me my
pigeon. Then I ran- for I was not older. I ran home thinking that nothing had
gone terribly wrong, hoping that it was still the same day, the same year. He
did not chase me; he had taken something, and I did not see him again.
I realized later that my then-favorite golden sandals, my mother 's golden
sandals, were lying half hidden, half sinking in the sand, somewhere. I looked
for them for days afterward and abandoned my search not entirely upset but
curious to know how is it that my mother did not miss them and how it is that
I was never questioned about my whereabouts that long evening at the ocean.
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There's Time Enough

Felicia Jones

T

hat night I go to sleep hungry, the pit of my stomach pleading for food ,
too proud and too startled to just go out to the kitchen for something

to eat.
I fall asleep and suddenly sit straight up in my bed. My room is a howling
orange, like the light of the harvest except that it's nearly dawn. I know that
everyone is asleep and that I can finally sneak off to the kitchen for something
to eat. I climb out of my bunk and see that Sarah is not in her bed. The pinkand-lavender bedspread is pulled tight and she hasn 't slept there all night.
She's been sleeping in the baby's room because I'm too old to have her in my
room anymore. Too old and too hungry.
So I sneak quietly out of my room into the hallway, which is a deep burgundy red, like our school colors, like the colors of Mark's soccer uniform.
The hallway keeps getting longer and longer, and I pad my way slowly
towards the kitchen. There are all kinds of doors on either side, all of them
closed and locked- I know they ' re locked without having to try them. Behind
the doors all my brothers and sisters are sleeping. I can hear John squirming
around in his bed and Theresa sucking her bottle and Sarah snoring. I can hear
all of them breathing, breathing- sighing in and out of sleep. I'm glad they 're
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sleeping, because it's too red for them in that hallway. Too late for them to be
awake.
At last I reach the doorway to the kitchen. Mama greets me, her hair up in
a habit. Sweat and flour all over her face: she 's been cooking all night.
Mama takes both ofmy hands and she looks so happy to see me, as if she 's
been planning and waiting for me. I let her lead me into the kitchen because I
know she has something good for me. Something I want; something that I've
been wanting. The kitchen smells like singed hair and burnt plastic, and the air
is thick and heavy and moist. Mama is yawning because she 's been working
all night. She 's yawned so many tears that they've evaporated into the air,
where they hang and press down like a blanket over my neck. I feel bad that
she 's been up all night, crying while she's working for me. But I feel good,
too, because I know she 's been working all night for me and that she loves me.
She stands behind the table, which is no longer our round one with the Italian
lamp, but a long science-lab table with an ebony counter that reaches Mama's
hips. Her belly flops onto the counter like a specimen.
I stand opposite Mama. I keep looking at her gaping, yawning face, all the
tears that float up and evaporate into that sickeningly sweet vapor to cloud the
whole kitchen in foam. I tell her that I'm sorry and that I'm sad and that I have
bruises now that I can't show anyone. She says she knows and she 's sad too,
but that I'm safe now because I'm with her and she ' ll take care of me. She ' ll
always take care of me. That's what's important about Mama. That's what she
wants me to know about her.
Then I look down at the table, and my father is lying there. I'm not sure
whether he's dead or alive, but I know he 's cooked. A deep tan color like a
honey-baked ham, and there are pineapple slices and little red cherries outlining him. I'm so hungry, and I thank Mama over and over again. She hands me
a plastic fork, then takes up the two-pronged spear and the carving knife. She
says, "I will help you because I know you're starving." Mama carves off his
nose first and extends it to me on the fork. I bite it off. It tastes like mint.
I'm so hungry, and I feel guilty for wanting so much to eat, but Mama
keeps carving off slices and giving them to me. I keep eating, faster and faster,
like I'll never be full. The more I eat, the better I feel, and the better my father
tastes. Pretty soon I've eaten through an entire leg and part of the right arm. I
start begging Mama to cut into the torso- please, please-I haven't had any
dinner. But she just smiles and keeps giving me bits of leg and arm, some of
the neck. She tells me, " Be patient, be patient. There 's time enough to eat the

whole thing. "
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Straddl ing the MasonDixon Line
Julia Borcherts

he staccato rise and fall of the blood plasma hissing into my father's
arm sounded like the labored breathing of the grim reaper.
"Is it curative or just restorative?" my brother Jack asked my mother, who
had been there for the last six weeks . Every day she would get up and, in the
way of all transplanted southern belles, get ready to go to the hospital in a
slightly slower and more genteel manner similar to how other women might
prepare for a high-powered day at the office. She would take her bath, apply
her makeup, pin a wig over her real hair, iron a blouse, put on panties, pantyhose, a girdle, a slip, a bra, a camisole, and a skirt, the aforementioned blouse,
a jacket, a necklace and matching earrings, her watch, the engagement ring and
wedding band they' d had reset for their thirty-fifth anniversary, a pair of lowheeled pumps that exactly matched her outfit and, after a light breakfast and
some light housework, put on one of her seven trench coats and grab an umbrella that perfectly matched her trench coat, although why she had to do this I
don 't know, because she always kept, in the back seat of the Buick Le Sabre,
an umbrella that perfectly matched the car. She also kept a rain hat-one of
those plastic rain hats so popular with lunch ladies and women who are twenty years older than my mother-in the glove box as a fail -safe just in case a
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typhoon hit and she'd lost all eight of her umbrellas.
My father never owned a single umbrella. And now he was dying at St.
Jude the Divine Hospital. They'd moved him into a completely private room.
The nurse had told my mother they heard the death rattle and for the last fourteen hours, he had been lapsing in and out of consciousness and occasionally
mistaking my mother for his sister, Aunt Dolores. It broke my heart when I
heard that the physical therapist came in to do the little bed exercises with my
father, took one look at him and said, "You rest today," but my father, determined to get better but with half a brain and no muscles, on the last day of his
life, was eager to do his therapy and disappointed when he didn't get to.
My sister never made it to the hospital. Well , actually she did get there, but
we were all at home frantically making the funeral arrangements that my
mother couldn't bring herself to make, and my sister arrived in town after driving all night, thought she'd swing by the hospital first just to make sure
everything was OK, and walked into an empty room with the sheets stripped
off the bed.
The day-shift nurse, who had chatted with my mother seven days a week
for the last six weeks, recognized my sister from the photos my mother had
shown her, even though by the time my father died, Tricia was thirty-four and
my mother still carried around the high-school yearbook picture that had been
taken when she was seventeen. When the nurse walked by the door and looked
in out of habit, saw my sister standing in the middle of the floor, eyebrows furrowed but eyes wide in denial, staring at the denuded mattress as the
December sun watered through the beige curtains, she put her strong brown
arms around my sister's thin, shaking shoulders and offered to call someone
to pick her up. But Tricia is the kind of girl who wouldn't let me drive her to
the vet when the dog she'd bought diapers for finally had to be put to sleep so
she wasn't about to abandon her Volvo in a hospital parking lot. She may have
cried in the car-she was my father's favorite, without a doubt- but she
arrived at my mother's dry eyed and ready to help.
But the night before, she wasn't there while my brother and I argued with
my mother over whether to stop pumping my father full of someone else's
blood.
My mother, exhausted emotionally from six weeks of pretending that her
husband wasn't really dying, was displaying a weirdly cruel logic. "It's just
prolonging his life," she said. "The doctor told me last week that he won't be
going home anyway. The X rays they took Thursday showed that the cancer
has spread to over 60 percent of his body and it's in his brain." She didn't say
it, but I could hear her thinking, "I'm sick of coming to the hospital. This isn't
my husband anymore. I want to pull the plug, but I can't be the one to say it."
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And I hated her for that. I hated her for her passive-aggressive southern help lessness. I hated her, even though she had called me the week before at work,
after the doctor had talked to her in a room away from my father 's bed, and
when she tried to tell me, her voice broke, and she had started crying. Not a
soft sobbing or a heaving breakdown, but frightened , keening hiccups that
sounded like a politely desperate attempt to check her hysteria, which embarrassed us both. I probably should have dropped what I was doing and raced to
the hospital-no one at work would have begrudged me that-but she didn 't
ask and maybe she hadn 't wanted me to anyway; I think she was more afraid
of losing control than of what would happen to her after my father was gone.
Her childhood had taught her that modest hemlines and the absence of family
drama were the only criteria that separated lower-income southerners from
collapsing into the gutter with white trash, and forty years of affluent married
life north of the Mason-Dixon line hadn't eased that vigilance. So I sat there
in stunned silence till she choked down her screams and then she apologized
to me.
"I'm sorry," she said, "that's the first time I've broken down." I couldn 't
find my voice. She had known her husband had inoperable cancer for three
years and had never cried about it. But come to think of it, the only other time
I'd seen tears on my mother's face was when I was about fifteen and had come
home around midnight to find her in the dark at the kitchen table, sniffling
because my father was going to make her return a dress she'd bought that day.
It went deeper than that, I'm sure, but it was the only time I'd seen her cry and
I've noticed to this day she will throw something out before she ' ll take it back
to the store.
But even though I knew she was lonely, scared, and confused, I wasn 't
going to make this decision any easier for her. For one thing, she hadn 't made
the last six weeks any easier for me. She refused to take calls from my father 's
family who lived five hundred miles away in Brooklyn, unplugged the
answering machine at home, and gave the hospital strict orders not to put any
calls through. When Aunt Dolores, my father's only sister, called me in a
panic to find out what was happening, I calmed her down as best I could, went
to visit my parents at the hospital, and suggested they ease the family 's fears
by making a weekly update phone call. "I have enough to deal with without
all their questions," my mother snapped, "so I wish you'd quit interfering and
mind your own damn business."
"But this is my business," I argued, "and God knows why, but they ' re worried about you."
"Tell them we'll call them when we have news," said my father, glaring at
me, "and quit coming up here. When we want company, we ' ll call you."
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So that was it. By forcing them to look at how things really were, I was,
as usual, being scapegoated for interrupting the denial they were blanketing
themselves in. In the south, or at least in my mother's family, it was considered low-class to dwell on unpleasantness . And while my father was raised in
Brooklyn and so didn't have that excuse, he was morbidly overconcerned with
appearances and therefore considered it advantageous to collude with my
mother when she wanted to pretend something hadn't happened. When I was
three and announced to all the neighbors at the block party that my father had
consumed half a quart of Bombay Sapphire gin the night before, my parents,
automatically and in unison, commanded me to stop exaggerating. When I
insisted that not only was it true but my mother had yelled at him about it and
poured the rest of the bottle down the sink, they informed everyone that I had
an overactive imagination and was prone to "telling tales," as they call it in the
South. They began referring to me in public as Sarah Bernhardt, the melodramatic silent-screen actress who nauseated everyone with her cloying attempts
to get attention. "I don't know where she gets it from," my mother would pronounce with finality to everyone, including my brother and sister, who quickly learned to agree with her. I had grown up without being allowed to talk
about anything within our family that troubled me. And now my father was
dying, I was having trouble dealing with it, and I was being punished for it.
"You know, Jack is having an affair with his secretary," I told them,
determined to kick the glass house I'd just been thrown out of into shards. I
am not the bad girl, I don 't deserve this. "That's the real reason he left his
wife. "
"I knew it!" my father yelled. "I warned him against getting involved with
that woman. This is horrible!"
"You bitch," my mother sliced at me, struggling to get out of the hospitalissue lounge chair with long, uncoordinated legs, alternately stabbing me with
her eyes and glancing worriedly at my agitated father.
"It's true," I said evenly, gripping the arms of my own chair, waiting for a
slap across the face. "And that's also the real reason why he was so desperate
for you to finance his law practice. The partners at the firm were starting to
come down on him about his conduct. What kind of idiot seduces his secretary
in this day and age? You ' d think a lawyer would be at least as knowledgeable
as the next person about sexual harassment lawsuits from a subordinate."
My mother grabbed my wrist and jerked me up out of the chair. "This is
not the place or the time," she hissed down at me.
"Oh, yes it is," I said, and stamped my foot like a two-year-old ready to
start a tantrum . 'Tm sick of all of you pretending that everyone 's fine but me. "
I looked over at my dad who was looking out the window, his eyes red.
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There have been many times, I know, that my mother, had she possessed
more imagination, would have wished she were a cat so that she could have
smelled that wrongness in me and strangled me at birth. But it was never so
evident as that afternoon . "Get out! " she spat. And I did, and I went home to
my rebelliously antique-stuffed apartment (in the lower-class South, you only
buy used things if you can't afford them new) and called Aunt Dolores, who
had made the burial arrangements for the baby my parents had who had died
after two days, so that my parents could pretend it hadn't happened. I looked
at the barren tree tops outside my lace-curtained, second-story windows and
told her about how they'd closed me out. About how I was worried about my
father, who had rejected all the spiritual healing tapes I'd brought him, claiming Deepak Chopra was a flake, which may be true, but it scared me that he
instead went for a strontium 90 shot, a nuclear poison designed to deaden
everything inside him, including the cancer cells. How it had scared me to
watch him, who had never taken a sick day from work ever, run obsessively
to the doctor to demand blood tests to measure his PSA count, frantically comparing the antigens in his blood to what they had been three days before. Even
though the doctor told him it was futile to try to measure it more often than
once a month, as the radiation and steroid medication he was taking would
affect the antigen levels and therefore not accurately detect the level of
invaders, he would still gloat when the level was low. When it wasn't, he
would withdraw to the Internet to search tirelessly for some wonder drug, convinced that science, not spirituality, would ease his mind and make him well.
"He grew up watching other kids get crippled by polio," Aunt Dolores
said, and I walked across my dark wood floors from the living room , through
the dining room and back to the old oak kitchen to get a Coke, picturing hertall and strong and athletic like my father, never having to worry about such
things as polio. "And then Jonas Salk saved the world with the vaccine. Herbal
remedies are not going to appeal to him. People like Deepak Chopra telling
him to pet the afflicted area lovingly while affirming its health are going to
drive him up the wall. Besides, he has prostate cancer. He is not the kind of
man who's going to start petting his testicles and talking to them in public. "
I popped the tab on the Coke, which exploded into the old, wall-mounted
sink. "He's a control freak, Aunt Dolores, and I've never seen him so scared,
but he won't admit it. And my mother 's making it worse, colluding with him,
pretending he's going to get better when if she'd just break down and force
him to face it, instead of driving him to radiation treatments and then telling
him he looks better, when everyone else can see that one of his eyelids is
falling down, maybe he'd get past that emotional block and do some spiritual
healing before it's too late. She's enabling his death. "

Julia Borcherts

77

"Your mother's been through a lot," Aunt Dolores said, as I slurped on my
Coke and wiped out the sink, "and her way of coping with it is to pretend it
isn't happening. Don 't be so hard on her."
So I left my parents alone, but wrote them evil letters about the dangers of
asking a lawyer with questionable ethics to be your executor, even if he is your
only son. I wrote them letters dissecting their marriage, accusing my mother
of using me, her firstborn, as an excuse to quit paying attention to her demanding and immature husband, and accusing my father of blaming me for stealing
my mother away from him, even though she was twenty-two and I was a newborn. I wrote them letters demanding that they admit how badly they had treated me, rewarding the other kids in front of me for not following any of my
examples. But of course I never mailed them. Even in my self-righteousness,
I knew how bitter I sounded.
About two weeks before my father died, I got a greeting card in the mail.
It had a cheerful little rendering of a kitten with a few flowers on the front.
Printed on the inside was "Hope you're feeling better." Underneath was printed, "Love, Mom." Since that was as close to an acknowledgment of our current situation as we were ever going to get, I called the hospital to attempt to
leave a polite message at the nurse 's station, since the answering machine at
their house was still shut off. Instead, assuming that since I was family, my
parents would love to hear from me, they put me through to the room . My
father picked up.
"I was sleeping," he snarled at me. "Don't call us, we'll call you. And tell
Dolores to quit calling. The nurses are sick of talking to her. It's bothering
your mother." And he slammed down the phone.
But my mother called me the next day, with my father coaching her in the
background. "Maybe you 'd like to come up here Wednesday after work for a
visit," she said.
"I'll be there," I told her.
She called Wednesday morning. "I don't think you ought to come," she
said. "Your father's delirious, tossing around, shouting. I know he 's in pain. I
don't want you to see him like this. He's not normal. "
"Mom, I'm thirty-seven. He 's been sick for three years. I can deal with
this."
"Don't argue with me," she said. "He wouldn 't want you to see him like
this." I had thought my stomach would clench up into cramps, or my chest
would seize up into my throat, or my sinuses would start to burn with that
unending well of rejection, but instead I was oddly relieved.
I called the hospital room the next day, expecting to console my mother
who ' d be keeping watch over my comatose father, but instead, he answered.
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"Shit," I said.
"Who is this?" he asked, but he sounded fairly personable.
"It's me, Becca," I said, using my baby name. 'Tm sorry ifl woke you up,
but I thought Mom would be there and I wanted to see how she was doing."
It's always better to acknowledge concern for the one you're not talking to.
"She went to have her hair done," he said. "It's Thursday, and since I'm
feeling pretty well today, she thought she'd better keep her standing appointment. Her wig was getting kind of stale."
"So you 're feeling better?" I asked. Instead of feeling happy about this, I
was nervous, squirming in my chair, fumbling through my purse for a cigarette while I held the phone between my left ear and my shoulder.
"Yeah, I feel great," he said. "I did my exercises and the nurse brought me
the paper. I've been going through the stock markets." I lit the smoke, holding
the receiver up to the ceiling so he couldn't hear me, while he explained some
of his investing strategies to me. He moved on to discuss a proposed referendum he had read about, cheerful, hopeful, interested in the world around him.
I paced the floor of my office, smoking, stretching the cord on my phone, digging my fingernails into my thigh. He was going to die any day now, and God
had made a mistake here. He'd been condemned before his time and he didn't
know it, but I did.
"Well, I'd better get back to work and you need your rest," I said.
"OK, honey." For the first time in my life, he sounded like he didn't want
me to go, and I couldn't wait to hang up the phone.
That was the last time I ever talked to my father, and it haunts me that I
left him wishing I wasn't in such a hurry to hang up. When my mother called
me back that afternoon, she had talked to the doctor, who told her he had at
most a week to li ve. She never told my father, just went right along with him
as he struggled through his treatments and bed exercises.
"So are you hinting that we should take away the blood and let him die?"
I asked tactlessly, unwilling to perpetuate that old southern style of man i pulation, where everything is implied but nothing can be held against you later.
She had been using these tactics for as long as I could remember. I looked at
her, standing in that hospital room, quietly detem1ined to get her way, and I
thought about a night thirty years earlier when Mama Dixie had called while
we were eating dinner to announce that she was on her way up north to her
summer job at a hotel in Massachusetts and would be swinging by our house
for a few days. My mom took the call over at the little built-in desk in the
dividing area between the dining area and the working part of the kitchen. My
sister and I perked up as soon as we heard my mother's voice slide back into
that drawl. My brother, too young to notice the difference, smeared bananas
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around the chrome tray of his high chair.
My father hovered over my mother during the entire conversation, violently shaking his head and waving his martini around like a madman.
"Sure, Mama, it will be great to see you," she said, pretending that she didn't
see my father shaking his finger under her nose and mouthing the word No. "I'll
put the crib in with Jack and me, and you can have the baby's room."
He glared at my mother, who smiled sweetly back at him, and stomped
over to the liquor cabinet above the built-in oven. That crib in the bedroom
meant three days with no sex. He jerked the freezer door open, scooped out a
handful of cubes from the ice maker, snatched up the bottle of Bombay
Sapphire gin, didn't even bother with the vennouth, and marched back over to
the phone.
"Love you, Mama," my mother said, swinging the beige cord back and
forth, "see y'all Saturday." She cradled the receiver and smiled up at my
father, whose face had gone the color of an overripe tomato.
"Saturday!" he yelled. "Call her back and tell her she can't come. We're
having a party Saturday!" Over at the table, Tricia and I stopped eating, our
forks poised in midair over the mashed potatoes.
"I'm not calling her back," she said calmly, her neatly polished nails folded in her lap. "As long as we're having twenty people from your office and all
the neighbors, what's one more going to hurt?"
"It's not just that it's one more person, it's her. Everyone we know will be
here, and they'll wonder why we invited her. She won't have anything in common with anyone so she'll monopolize you."
"That's not true. She's very personable and she'll talk to anyone."
"But she's got that accent. And when she gets around you, YOU start talking like that, too. I don't want everyone thinking I'm married to some hillbilly." A blue vein on his left temple started throbbing like a neon No-Vacancy
sign.
"No one would think that. We're both a lot more gracious than that tramp
of a secretary you invited, and I would think you'd be proud to have a motherin-law who looks like Scarlett O'Hara. Everyone says that. Even Carol at the
Merle Norman makeup counter told Mama the last time she was here that her
complexion was so smooth that-"
"Who cares if she looks like Scarlett O'Hara? It might be OK if she owned
a plantation, but the woman lives in an aluminum trailer on the edge of a
swamp! And she's a waitress, for Christ's sake. What's she going to have to
talk about to all these executives? If she tells that story one more time about
that favorite customer of hers who can spit tobacco juice across the room into
the bus tub, I swear, I'll put a muzzle on her." We started giggling at the table,
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but the glare we got from my mother froze us silent. I picked at my pot roast,
pulling the meat up in gray strings with my fork.
"Well, there's nothing shameful about being a waitress, and I'm sure she ' ll
leave her Bible in the guest room during the party, if that's what you're worried about."
"If she goes anywhere near my boss, I'm dissolving our marriage." He
slammed his drink down on the butcher-block island. "And I don't know why
you keep calling Jack Jr.'s room 'the guest room,' because we don 't have a
guest room. It's our son's room and that's where he's supposed to sleep and
you KNOW that I don't sleep well when he 's in with us."
"Well, first of all, I'm not about to tell my mother that she has to stay in a
motel. And besides, you know dam well we can afford a guest room. You just
cut it out of the plans SPECIFICALLY so she wouldn 't get any ideas about
coming to stay with us for good. So now you can just LIVE with the inconvenience for a few days, Mr. Sneaky."
"She's ruining my kids! The last time she came here she brought the girls
those awful Elvis T-shirts with those matching Elvis pants. And for days after
she left, every time I took Tricia somewhere, she would start singing 'Rocky
Top .' At the top of her lungs, in public!" He pulled nervously at the buttondown collar of his oxford shirt.
"Jack, you' re overreacting. And there's no use arguing about it because
she 's coming and that's final."
"Maybe it's too late for the girls, but I don' t want her near my son," he
said, gesticulating like a crazed symphony conductor at an out-of-control
orchestra. Tricia looked down at her peas and I suddenly hated him for making us realize that we weren 't as important to him as our brother. "It's a proven
fact that kids are most influenced from nine to eighteen months, and I don 't
want him growing up to be some redneck. I forbid her to go near my son! "
Her brown almond eyes narrowed into evil slits. "Fine, then," she
snapped, "maybe I'll just leave the kids with you on Saturday and go straight
to Massachusetts with Mama. " I threw down my fork and Tricia's head
whipped around to stare at my mother, who had forgotten we were even there.
"I can work as a waitress, too."
He might have been drunk, but he realized that not only was he about to
be without a party hostess on Saturday, he had just caused the moratorium on
bis sex life to be moved up to this minute.
"Calm down, honey," he said, backpedaling faster than Fred Flintstone
trying to put on the brakes. "Let me fix you a drink. And you know that people like us don't just run off without their kids to be"-his face contorted like
he had just swallowed a catfish bone-"waitresses ."
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"I don ' t want a damn drink," she snapped and jumped up out of the chair,
"and I'm sick and tired of you being so condescending about my family."
"Corinne, what are you doing?" he asked, shrinking behind the fridge.
Tricia and I craned our necks to look over the counter across the range top into
the kitchen.
She grabbed the bottle of Bombay Sapphire and whirled it past his head.
Gin spewed across the kitchen as the heavy bottle smashed into the brick wall
and exploded like a blue flashbulb. My sister and I stared at our plates and the
baby started kicking the chrome tray with his rubber-toed shoes and throwing
mashed bananas onto the floor. His face screwed up like a little purple prune
and he started mewling. But he was no match for my mother.
"You act like I haven't got an ounce of class, Iike I don 't know how to
raise my own kids, and like I'm five minutes from diving into the gutter if
you're not standing there telling me what to do!" she screamed. Her lower lip
trembled as she looked at the debris, sparkling all over her floor. My father set
his drink down. All three kids shut up and stared.
"It's not that at all," he said quietly. "I love you." He cupped her chin in
both his hands. "Why don't you take your mother with you Saturday morning
and get her hair done too? And then maybe you can go to Neiman Marcus and
get her a nice dress for the party."
She looked up at him, then over at the floor. He put his arm around her
waist and leaned down to nuzzle her ear. She wiped away a little drop of a tear
and started to smile.
"Hey!" he said, bumping her hip with his, "go get me a dustpan . I'll clean
up this mess."
She giggled a little and kissed his cheek. "I'm sorry," she said, "I overreacted."
"And as the king of overreaction," he said, "I accept your apology." They
looked over at us as we pretended to eat. "Now I'll clean up the kitchen. Go
get the kids ready for bed. "
She had gotten her way then, but I didn't want to let her have it now.
Despite all my anger at him, I wasn't about to assist in passively killing my
father, who had struggled so hard to live.
Her lip quivered a little as we stood at the end of the bed with my tall,
quiet brother, gathered around the evilly hissing contraption with the red IV
blood slowly drip, drip, dripping into my father. But she looked at me evenly
with her big brown eyes and said, "He's hemorrhaging. The blood is only

replacing what he's losing. I don 't know if we should stop it or not, but the
doctor said the cancer will kill him anyway."
I grabbed hold of the metal foot rails and steadied myself. Jack's eyes went
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from blue to turquoise as he looked at the floor and blinked. My mother kept
her gaze on me. The problem here was that my father had not been hospitalized for the cancer. When he had sta1ted developing symptoms three years earlier, he had, as usual, gone into immediate denial and convinced himself that
it could only be a slightly enlarged prostate. He therefore did nothing about it
for weeks until, my mother told me with the muted thrill she gets in her voice
when recounting disgusting medical symptoms, he was running to the bathroom five seconds before he'd wet his pants. At that point, he called the Mayo
Clinic and accepted their first available appointment, a month later, disdaining
the possibility of an earlier checkup with any of the local urologists, all of
whom he clearly considered malpractice bait. The upshot was that by the time
he had the cancer detected, it had spread, and surgery was out of the question.
So he'd opted for steroid treatments, which necessitated the removal of martinis from his dinner menu. He almost immediately made the switch to
codeine, which, while making him a bit more congenial, started eating away
at the lining of his stomach. And as his hips, spine, and pelvis deteriorated, he
switched from codeine to morphine, which eased the pain of all that weight on
mushy bones but caused his ulcers to bleed. When he went into St. Jude the
Divine for the last time, he was hemorrhaging uncontrollably but still had the
barber come into the hospital to give him a haircut with the IV permanently
jabbed into his left arm, feeding him blood that gushed out of what used to be
his stomach.
"Well," said my brother, the lawyer and the family diplomat, "we need to
determine the purpose of continuing to give him blood. Is it curative or
restorative?"
My mother smiled at him. Good boy. I sat down on the edge of the bed.
My father, breathing peacefully, wiggled his size-twelve feet, and I absently
untucked the covers and started petting one of them. It was pale and puffy, I
noticed, and a little cold. My father was never cold. I squeezed his toes,
stretching them out one by one as I stared at the milky skin, veins barely visible, the skin soft and fleshy on top, calloused and peeling on the bottom. I
thought about my Aunt Dolores and my grandmom, who wouldn ' t be able to
get a flight here for another twelve hours, after my mother made me call them
from the phone across the hall because she couldn't do it herself. I thought
about my cousin Jimmy, who was on business in Morocco for my father,
whom my mother had called the night before. He, not being from the South,
had not gotten my mother's hints and therefore had left her railing at me after
Jimmy, desperate to finish what my father had entrusted him with, told her to
call him if things got worse. And I thought about my sister, who was on her
way through an all-night drive from New Mexico. My mother had made me
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place that phone call, too.
"Let's do this," I said, massaging my father's feet while my mother moved
away from the bed toward the window and Jack leaned forward between us.
"Let's keep the blood going till everyone gets here, and then we can decide
what to do ." And for once, everyone agreed with me.
But as it turned out, we didn't have to make the decision after all. I wondered later if the timing of the death rattle had been correct, or if my father had
heard us talking about all this company that was about to show up and decided to get the hell out of there. Or maybe he somehow knew that my mother
was ready to let go .
Around midnight, my brother was down in the waiting room distracting
himself by working on a brief, my mother was reclining in the lounge chair
next to the bed with the lights out trying to take a nap, and I was in the room
across the hall, hanging out the window and smoking a cigarette. I was trying
to call my ex-boyfriend, a night-shift foreman in a large welding shop, to see
if he ' d come by after work to let me lean on him for a while. I'd been on hold
for about five minutes while the janitor who answered the phone went to look
for him, when a heavyset nurse with impeccably groomed hair looked in . "Are
you Mr. Westphal 's daughter?" she asked.
I threw the cigarette out the window, slammed down the phone, and
looked up at her silently. "I think he's about to pass," she said.
I walked, zombie-like, across to his room, as I saw my brother hurrying
down the hall. My mother was standing at the head of the bed with both arms
hanging down at her sides, waiting for someone to tell her what to do. I saw
my dad's foot sticking out of the covers, so I started petting it. My brother dug
around under the covers and started massaging his other foot. No one said a
word; we just listened for the breaths that were coming more slowly- a
minute apart, then two. My mother reached out, finally touching him, looking
around in the dark at a room filled with flowers, thirty cards taped to the wall,
holding his hand quietly until the breaths came slower and slower and finally
stopped. After five minutes, my brother asked me to go get the nurse, who
confirmed that he was gone, but my mother had already let go of his hand.
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Various Insects at
Random Intervals
Jon Cwiok

Bees
lways zipping about- urgency seemingly built into the springs of
their biological clocks and coded into their blood-one can hardly
imagine them resting, for they never seem to have time enough to complete
their schedule as it stands.
Some Asian cultures believe that within each bee rests the soul of a onceliving person. And who would refute that upon closer examination of their
activities? Upon seeing the restless building and gathering of the blun-ed yellow-and-black bodies flying around like ricocheting bullets from pinpoint to
pinpoint, one could easily imagine the bottled soul hun-iedly trying to make up
for things not accomplished in life.
I nearly crushed a bee once, at a grade-school picnic, while sitting down
on a homemade piece of patio furniture. It had been inspecting a tiny pool of
Pepsi that had collected in a missing chip of the red-stained wood, and I'd sat
right next to it, not bothering to look beforehand. It started, froze , then
whizzed up and around in a lazy loop, bumping its fuzzy, soft black face into
the skin of my arm; impeded, it looped back around again, straight toward my
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lap, and plunged its stinger into the muscle above my knee, just where the
seam of my shorts ended.
My eyes were shut and blurred with tears then, but I can imagine it down
there now, close up, straining against the stinger which was hopelessly buried
in my skin. Its wings in a frantic blur, its yellow legs kicking wildly, clumps
of pollen dropping onto my bruising flesh as the body slowly pulled into an
upward angle from the lift generated by its stalled flight.
And then, by the bee's own desperate strength, the abdomen tearing from
the rest of the body, like a grape plucked from a stem, and left anchored into
my thigh; thorax and head twirling hopelessly to the ground, wings sputtering,
calling in vain upon organs that were no longer there ...
Fireflies, Cold Light
The bioluminescence of fireflies is cosmetic brilliance used to create
vivid, striking patterns to attract mates. It's all a matter of one finding the other
in the inky darkness of summer, and courting is a simple, uncomplicated interaction of instincts. A male and a female firefly, his wings a silent blur in the
air and her resting on the backside of a tree leaf, have a quiet dialogue of flashes, back-and-forth points of light against the lonely black of night, until he
closes in on the beacon and lands beside her.
Summertime, and I'm fifteen, and sitting on the rough gray concrete stoop
of my house, trying to keep my fist shut tightly, but not too tightly. The sky is
a warm, early-evening ochre, the leaves of grass have a twinge of brown along
their spines, and I've got a little orange-and-black firefly somewhere trapped
in my hands. Periodically, a green light will flare inside and ooze out between
the cracks of my tightly, but not too tightly, closed fingers; and often the firefly will manage to squeeze through-its head poking from a seam in my fist,
its little black legs moving like plucked guitar strings, tickling my hand as it
climbs out.
My friends are late, and I'm trying to keep the insect I caught from escaping, while making sure no curious pill bugs, which often frequent the stoop in
the summer like a neighborhood bar, crawl into my back pockets. I'll scoot up,
brush the back of my pants when I think I feel one, then look back into my
hand just in time to catch the antennae of the firefly as they begin to poke and
wiggle out ofa newly found niche. I wonder when Jessica will arrive, and postulate what she'll say when I present her with the little insect as a gesture of
romance. I tap my black boot soles against the sidewalk in wait.
Eventually, they arrive, and by that time, the ochre hue has gone down

86

Hair Trigger 23

three shades, and has melted slightly in with the dark, night blue. Scraping my
gelled hair against the sagging royal red fabric of the ceiling, I duck past the
white doorframe of the car and slide into the backseat, immediately holding
out my hand to the girl on my left. I open it.
"Look," I say to the thin blond girl with the waterfall eyes and the soft
short ponytail. And we both look at my palm, but it's vacant, save for my
wrinkled lifeline and all the other creases. I pause, cutting my breath, wondering where it could have gone, then relax and turn my hand over-clinging
to the back of which, as if afraid for its life, is the little firefly. It takes off in
a silent buzzing of wings, and flares once, the light making our eyes shimmer,
before slipping out the window.
Often, female fireflies give off false , mimicked signals, attracting the
males of other species to them. Fooled, the male is killed and eaten by the
female firefly.
Weeks later, and here I am refusing to speak with Jess- my silent crush
having been snuffed like one of her clove cigarettes against her heel. I smoulder with jealousy, and crumble into ash; she's slept with some older man, and
is being awfully casual about it.
The light a firefly gives off is 90 percent light energy, and only l Opercent
heat energy.
Firefly light is often referred to as "cold light."

Ladybugs
A little platoon of ten adult ladybugs, combined with their offspring, can
easily cleanse a terribly ill and infested tree of harmful pests within a few
months.
I never would have suspected.
Summers, Mrs. Jean-one of the lush, beating, warm hearts of the community, with a house, garden, and backyard like an open wonderland to all
children-would drop slightly chilled, seemingly empty margarine containers
into our mailboxes. The flattish, dull butter-colored containers would be fastened tightly with rubber bands, and a short note would be tucked where the
band stretched across the lid. Having taken it from the mailbox, the container
rattled as I walked inside, shaking from the simple motion of carrying it along
with all the other mail: magazines curled into figure eights by the mailman,
letters tucked into the side.
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The little things inside the container rattled like hollow peas, or tiny pebbles covered in Spanish peanut skins; there was a crisp softness to the sound of
their little collisions, and a suspicious density felt in the hand. I didn't shake the
containers like maracas; the contents moved naturally in the machine-pressed
groove along the bottom edge of the container.
And I don't remember there being holes in the lid- the foggy plastic disk,
through which you could see the little black beads inside like the unfertile old
maids from a popcorn bag- but there must have been. And I must have run
my thumb across those little holes, and felt the breath of the ladybugs inside
sucking against my skin as they thawed.
Back in the freezer they went for another week.
And in that week's time, at the roots of the tree which would be cracked a
decade later by a blizzard- its branches having greedily held onto too much
heavy snow- I would kneel with the ladybugs from the margarine container
resting in my tan, cupped hands like a dozen Skittles. Not candy-colored
though, but red like the blood drops of a crushed rose. And in the warmth of
my hands and the sun, they would slowly begin to move, flexing little black
legs, then righting themselves, and stretching and testing their tiny wings .
Ladybugs-little, living, hard drops of clean, pure blood, with black-dotted backs- always seem to be dressed in their Sunday best.
Ladybugs- so dapper from a distance, as they are up close, cutting sections of flesh from the soft bodies of tree grubs with their hard mouths, eating
as well mannered as if using a knife and fork.

Jumping Spider
The jumping spiders, of the family Salticidae, have little, rigid, winglike
appendages all along their bodies that allow them to glide during the spectacular jumps they make with a simultaneous tension of all their leg muscles.
Rather than a form of locomotion, this is a hunting technique, as they spring
over generally short distances.
I have just finished with my bath and, nearly ready for bed at the tender
age of six, am currently occupied with teasing a spider in the bathroom. It's a
little brown one, with a body the size of Abe Lincoln's head on a penny. The
legs are in a strange formation- not spread out around the circular body, but
clustered in and packed at the sides. It's perched-frozen, more likely-on the
towel rack, hoping to blend in with the surrounding hues. I reach forward and
blow at it-then suddenly it's gone in a blink, and has leapt down to the roll
of toilet paper, where it stands as it did before, primed and ready for another
leap, its legs forming a little depression on the white, quilted paper.
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My curiosity is set on fire.
I feint at it again, and it takes another leap, this time coming down softly
on the toilet-seat cover. Again I reach for it, and again it leaps, and it's down
on the toilet-brush holder. Again! And it's on the floor! Again! And I'm taking a step at it this time, landing my sock right at the seam of the crack over
which its perched ...
And it flits up in the air .. .
And lands on my foot .. .
And screaming and kicking, I run out of the bathroom.

Lightning Bugs
Dusk in the suburbs is a yellow time, with games being wrapped up
around loose-dirt baseball diamonds, and littler kids flocking home for
evening baths. "Dust," as everyone used to call it, seems to better capture the
feeling of it on your tongue when the sun has gone down without your knowing, somehow snealcing past the horizon of rooftops, chimneys, and old, disused, television antennae which stand black against the ochre band that 's left
in the sky.
The lightning bugs are just waking, their internal clocks turning over as
"dust" settles in. Down amongst the blades of dry, prickly, summer grass, they
hang onto the undersides of leaves, causing the long green strips to curl backwards, hovering the back of the insects' orange thorax just above the grounda moment as delicate as a piano chord hanging in the air.
They slip from sleep state, from the gentle shutdown nature has installed
in them, and begin to respire fully. Their abdomens, lined with photocyte cells,
hum to life with soft, green glows.
I am outside, aged nine, and stalking back and forth about my crunchy-dry,
backyard lawn with a red water gun in my hands; it's full and heavy, bubbling
like light laughter from the small air pocket gurgling around the water tank.
My left arm is cocked like a clockwork soldier's.
I am hunting. Ahead of me, a small patch of grass glows green, like a tiny,
warm, thermonuclear blast. It rises in intensity, yet never becomes any sharper to my eyes than the feather-soft tip of a new paintbrush against my cheek.
I run toward it, the grass hissing beneath my sneakers.
And I stand over it like a future war criminal, and douse the spot with a
pencil-thick jet of white water from the cheap, plastic toy. Water beads around
my index finger like an unwilling tear from the trigger, where the casing has
cracked slightly from abuse.
The stream trickles to a light arc of water dimples, then ceases, as the pres-

Jon Cwiok

89

sure is gone. Without pausing, I stomp the white, rubber heel of my shoe into
the spot, and grind like I'm killing a cigarette ...
Only it wasn't a cigarette I just killed.
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Harvesting Deer

Paul Sager

ou're bunting. Doesn 't really matter how you got into the woods on
the cold November day, snow in a translucent blanket on the ground,
sky gray, woods creaking and silent in front of you, gun heavy in your hand .
Maybe this is where you want to be. You want to feel the kill, watch the blood
splatter. It's good to be outside, feel the fresh air. Maybe that's how you justify
the hunt. Never seeing anything, just freezing your ass off in the woods ho Idi ng a loaded weapon. Bullshit. You're there to shoot a fucking deer. It's legal,
you have a tag, and it would probably jump in front of you on the road anyway. The time is now. The hunt is on.
Before you know what's going on, there they are, four or five, about twenty
feet in front of you, walking slowly. They don't see you, but if they did, you'd
see their heads perk up, ears point in your direction, and tails fly up like white
flags. Then the bunt is over and they take off, bounding in the opposite direction too quickly for you even to try to shoot at. But you've been stealthy till
this point, quiet when you walked, trying to avoid branches that would crack
and give your position away, and you 're downwind from them. They don 't see
you.
The buck fever really hits you, that jittery fee ling, excited, scared; adren-
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aline flows, and the spit dries to a cotton in your mouth. Your heart is beating
wildly as you pull the gun up to your shoulder, ever so slowly. Remember, no
sudden movements, even though it's hard when the blood is pumping through
your veins so fast that you can hear it whooshing in your ears. Still every
movement feels like a twenty-one gun salute as you see the deer, straight
ahead. Pull the stock of the gun tight into your left shoulder, with your left
hand stretched out in a slight V to the pump of the gun. Slowly, remember,
smoothly. You have to try to keep your left hand steady, because it's going to
control where the six ounces of speeding hot lead goes. Click the safety off
and put your cheek right down on the cold oily metal of the gun. You can't
stop your left hand from shaking, right? Just squeeze the gun into your shoulder harder so that it almost feels like an extension of yourself. If you don't do
this and fire the gun when it isn't tight on your shoulder, you're likely to end
up with a sore arm or a bruise, or you might even get knocked on your ass.
The recoil on a twelve-gauge can be like a punch in the face. Lean forward
slightly.
All this has taken only a second. Finally, you line up the sights, putting the
little white ball at the end of the barrel directly in the middle of the V of the
sight. Now the gun is your focus , your eyesight. The deer still don't see you
because of how careful you've been till now. A big brown doe comes out from
a clump of trees. You can hear her crunching the snow beneath her hooves,
scratching for something leafy and green to eat. Vapor rises from your mouth.
You have a clear shot. She's broadside, head bent to the ground. There it is! A
vital shot, one bullet placed right, and the deer'll be dead before it hits the
ground. Quickly move the white ball of the sight right to the vital area, which
is just behind the front shoulder blade of the deer. Things are moving faster;
you hear your heartbeat in your ears. Hurry. Slide your finger over the trigger.
Pull it. Now ... Pull the trigger! For the love of God, pull the fucking trigger-you're losing the shot!
Think of venison, think of juicy red meat!
KABANG! The gun shatters the silent morning like a huge window falling
into a big empty room, breaking on the hard floor into a million pieces and
echoing all around you . Your upper body jerks back from the recoil of the shot;
your eyes shut on their own for half a second. There's nothing around you but
the ringing of your ears and white noise. Pump the damn gun. Get another shell
in the chamber, 'cause even though you think you hit it, it is entirely likely,
since it's your first time, that you missed.
Fucking hurry! No time to waste! Jerk your left hand back and forward,
just like you've seen in the movies. Just like when you were a kid playing war,
doing the mouth noises for pumping a shotgun. Just like that. The gun is still
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tight to your shoulder, and you hear and feel the sharp snap as you pump it.
Good job! You're doing it. After the first shot, you feel the thrill of shooting, and when your eyes reopen after the reflex blink, you see brown fur in
front of your sights. Shit, you must have missed. But you're ready, right? The
shot is instinct. You are the hunter, you will kill for your family to eat, you will
provide, you will be the celebrated man in the village. Finish it!
Aim and shoot. Shit! The deer sees you. Pull the trigger! KABLAM! The
deer jumps at the last second. In slow motion you see the hind quarter of the
deer explode into brown fur, bone, blood, and muscle. You see the deer slam
to the ground.
Run, motherfucker! Go get that deer and finish it off. Use the adrenaline
high to jump over roots, dodge trees, over and under, but hold on to the gun.
Be careful, it's still loaded. Feel the cold air in your nose, and how light and
powerful you are at the same time. The hunt has consumed you.
Now comes the surprise. You fired two shots, right? Well, where did the
first one go? You thought you missed, sending it too high or into the snowy
ground, but remember your eyes blinked as you pulled the trigger. What you
didn't see was the first bullet slam right into the vitals of the big doe, hitting
her like a sledgehamm er and knocking her to the ground. When your eyes
opened you saw the doe as her adrenaline bounded her off the ground onto
shaky legs. Your second shot blew apart the back leg of the deer in a bloody
stinking mess. Bad shot. The deer is only ten feet away. You see the brown
heap.
So your heart is still racing from rumbling through the woods after a
wounded deer, but as you start to calm down, you hear other breathing than
your own. Very faint, sporadic, forced, and yet quiet. Right behind you, hiding beneath a dogwood, is the big doe, dying.
The deer is still alive. After two shots it can't move, but it's not dead. Try
not to blame yourself. There's really nothing you could have done. Very few
go down on the first shot. The hunting instinct, the pump of your heart, the
swell of your body against cold, and the feeling of the shot, the kill took over
and you did what you had to do. But the doe isn't dead. She's only five feet
away from you, laboring to breathe, too weak to stand and flee.
Now stop. This is the most important part of the hunt. You are going to
start feeling guilty for killing; it's only human. It seems like the doe is staring
straight through you, as if she were saying, "Why? Why did you kill me? I'm
dying and you killed me ." An animal, a beautiful animal is dying at your feet.
You did it. It's your fault.
DON'T LISTEN . Get those thoughts out of your head. It's over, goddammit. Feel proud.
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You don't, do you? Well, I'll tell you why. Bambi syndrome. Happens to
lots of first-time hunters after the kill. You feel sorry; you want to go back to
the shot and let the deer pass by grazing and frolicking in the fields.
Fuck that! Don't think this deer is Bambi's mom. Everybody knows
Bambi for christsake, and if you associate the reality of the deer lying in front
of you with the make-believ e, talking-cart oon deer created by Disney, then the
tears will begin to flow from your eyes, and the guilt will settle deeper. The
media is a powerful thing, my friend. Try to focus on the real world, not the
one shown on TV or the big screen. That's fucking make-believ e. Juicy, tender, red meat dissolving in your mouth, between the ripping and tearing
incisors we have, well, that's reality. The deer dying in front of you is reality.
So don't under any circumstanc es think of this deer as human. It's not.
On the other hand, you have to have compassion for the animal. Respect
the animal, because it is the source of the meat you love so much. It's dying
and will die eventually, so put it out of its pain. I know it's hard, but pump the
last shell into the chamber of your shotgun, walk up to the doe, and put the
barrel on its neck just below the head. Vapor rises from her nose as she struggles to breathe. She won't resist. She's too weak. Close your eyes and pull the
trigger. The shot echoes through your body.
I know that was hard, but it was the right thing to do. You're still going to
feel a little sad, as you watch the doe's eyes close and her head flop lifelessly
to the snowy ground, steam rising from the wounds you inflicted but no longer
from her muzzle.
The deer is dead, and you killed it. The emotions that you feel about the
situation may be very complex and especially unique to who you are and what
you hold as important. So just be ready to feel like you ' re never felt before.
It's over. You did it. Congrats.
Well , it's not exactly over. The killing is over, but the dead carcass lying
in the snow is a long way from being on your dinner table. You still have to
field dress, or gut, the deer. But first you ' ve got to make it legal. Take your
deer tag and tie it around the base of the ear with some string. Don 't be afraid.
It is a little freaky, but the deer is dead, and it won ' t jump back to life like your
paranoid brain might think.
Now put the safety on and lean your gun against a tree, grab the deer by
the front legs, and drag it out of the woods. Normally you ' d take it by the hind
legs, but the one you shot is broken and bloody and not a good hold. It's heavy,
the head wobbles over sticks and snow. A trail of blood forms . Keep pulling.
Be strong. There's the clearing behind you.
Gutting is simple if you aren't afraid of blood and the sight of intestine,
stomach, liver, well , the whole bloody works. If you are, tough shit. You still
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got to do it. You aren't going to have a complete feeling of accomplishment
until you field dress the deer. Take your jacket off and push up your sleeves;
you don't want to stain your clothes. Don't won-y, the inside of the deer will
keep you warm.
You have a sharp knife, not Rambo style, but with a shiny four-inch blade.
The deer is lying on its side, tongue flopping out of its muzzle. Get the blade
ready. Kneel down in the snow next to the deer. Start at the pelvis area, lifting
the bloody leg up with one hand and resting it on your shoulder so you can
work with both hands. You ' ll see the anus and vagina of the doe just next to
each other. Imagine you ' re a surgeon. Be careful and precise. Now it's time to
make the first cut. Take the knife and pull up the hide of the deer. Come on,
you can do it. You have to do it. Hesitation won't help. Cut a circle around the
anus and vagina in the hide, but don't cut too deep. The hide is thick, just like
skin. Don 't plunge the knife into the deer or you ' l1 cause the internal organs
to hemorrhage which makes for a messy dressing and sometimes even spoiled
meat. Keep the blade pointed away, cut away from yourself, and cut clean and
slow; the last thing you want to do is slice your hand open. Good, nice work.
Roll the deer over so it's on its back, legs pointed out. Put the knife in the back
of your left band, blade up, and insert it just under the hide at the point nearest the chest. Now slide the knife, blade up and away, all the way to the lower
neck or upper sternum. Make sure to keep the knife just under the hide. The
hide should open just like the zipper of a jacket.
The body cavity of the deer is open and steam rises from the wann slippery insides. Step back for a second and gather yourself. Now, there's the part
closest to the handle of your knife that is saw-like. You have to use the saw to
cut through the rib cage. Use the saw to get though the tough cartilage, working it up and down. As you cut, the chest cavity of the deer will start opening
up. Aren ' t you glad you have a sharp knife? When you get towards the neck,
you ' ll feel the ribs fall to either side of the deer. Deep red blood will start oozing onto your knife and hands. At the neck of the deer the rib cage will end.
Now the entire body cavity is open, steaming red, black liver; you can see
yellow specks of corn and hay through the translucent stomach. Step back and
get some fresh air. The smell might be offensive if you were unlucky enough
to hit the interior organs with the bullet. But you were lucky. You didn 't hit the
worst part-the bladder and colon. If you had, then the stench of piss and shit
would cloud your nostrils. Grown men have puked when they've smelled this.
Still, seeing guts is pretty crazy. Try to be interested, even though it may be
hard when you see that the bullet pierced the lung but just barely missed the
heart. Red blood oozes from the spongy lung.
Hang in there: this is the rough part. Psych yourself up. Take the knife in
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your right hand. Spread open the rib cage. Time to get messy. Stick your right
hand with the blade up inside of the neck of the deer as high as you can. You
have to cut the windpipe. Be careful, don ' t cut yourself. You'll be able to feel
the rigidness with your fingers , like the hose of a vacuum. You shouldn't have
to reach more than a foot or so . The windpipe cuts easily, like tender sausage.
I know it's hard, but try to cut just the windpipe, 'cause if you hit the jugular
vein, you'll feel the blood pouring over your hands like a faucet. Whoops. You
cut the jugular by accident. Don't freak. Just pull your hand out of the neck.
Blood will be pouring from the cut.
You look a little pale. Take a deep breath. Wipe off the blood from your
ann. Feel better? Well, just think that for every piece of meat you eat, an animal had to be slaughtered and gutted pretty much the same way. Now you
know that first hand, and don't you feel smarter? No, you say. Well, that may
change with time. You 've had a big day and it isn't even seven in the morning
yet. You're doing great. Just one more step to go.
The internal organs are covered with the blood coming from the neck.
They ' re slimy and jiggling like Jell-O in the body cavity of the deer as you
move it back onto its side. Everything inside the deer is loose now, but the guts
are encased in an ultra-thin membrane that connects at the spine. Stick both
hands into the deer, curving them around the sack, which is cut in a few places.
Start pulling at the guts. They feel squishy and slick, the smell is strong like a
butcher shop in the summer. There it is, the place on the spine where the
diaphragm connects. Reach behind you where you put the knife and go back
in and cut it. This is the easiest cut yet. Then all the guts will be loose and all
you have to do is scoop them out of the body cavity in a bloody steaming pile
on the ground.
Voila, that 's it! You did it! And even though you still might have lingering
emotions about killing, you know deep down that the venison sausage, tenderloin, steaks, and hamburger that you'll get from the deer make it all worthwhile. As you drag out the field-dressed deer, feel proud. You've taken a big
step towards becoming a full-fledged hunter, and you put dinner on the table.
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Rains

S. Zafaf Abu-Tayeh

hen the rains come, the lizards seek the underground and birds flee
to their nests, hiding in the bellies of fanged thickets. Cacti open
spiked leaves toward the sky to drink in moisture, enough for the dry months
ahead, and the snakes slither away, plundering rodent hovels for shelter and
sustenance. The rains fire down for days, fabricating miniature floods , pounding temporary lakes into the desert floor, and seeping into the sand pores, deeper and deeper into the earth. When the rains came this year, I was sitting at the
edge of the canal , making mud-pies. Mama had called me an idiot through the
window- "Playing with mud at your age." My hair splashed into the slowly
running water, strands carried down a little with the stream . I didn 't care what
she said, what she thought. I didn ' t care about my hair, either. It was merely a
canopy to hide behind. Then the first drop of rain came down, splashing on my
nose, dripping off the tip and onto the ground. I turned my face up and saw the
gray clouds. Mama called from the window again, "Come inside, you idiot. It's
already started. Tharwat, come inside. Now."

W

Tharwat: Treasure-that's my name. Ugly Tharwat with one eyeball clinging
to the lid, pointing at my nose. With skin that is neither smooth nor soft. Its
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darkness peppered with hills of red and white. Biding their time to erupt then
fossilize into brown specks. I am seventeen. My hair is long and black. Tied
back except when I am alone, asleep, or at the stream. Or on special occasions,
like last week at my older brother Musa 's wedding. He married Seem, the
most beautiful of three beautiful sisters. She 's sixteen, with the grace and slimness of a desert lily. Her fair-skinned face is smooth and clear, centered by
hazel eyes that reflect green in the sun.
Last week, the day before the wedding, I watched the preparation for the
luncheon. Sameh, one of our seasonal workers, dragged the fattest sheep in the
stock out to the cement pathway behind our house. It bleated and baahed until
the knife stroked across its throat and sliced away its voice. A spout of blood
erupted from the gullet, splattering the men and the ground. Spurting out in
pulses matching its slowing heartbeat. Droplets hit Sameh 's torn shirt. He kept
on holding the sheep's head cracked in a yawn, letting the body drain. And his
other hand cradling the knife like a precious thing, redness seeping from its
underbelly. He stood watching the bleeding, his hawk face in sharp profile to
me. Blood dotted his face, bright contrast to his tanned-skin dirtiness. His eyes
were heavy, half-closed against the lights leaping up from the ground, and his
lips were etched into a snarl. His body taut, rocking back and forth in slow
oscillation, waiting for the sheep's final breath, its final kick, the tired reflexes that signified nothing, but were only imitations of life.
The flow of blood stopped. Sameh pulled the sheep's limp front hoof up.
At its knuckle, he eased a small slit into the pink membrane, the skin hidden
under the wool. He blew into the hole, inflating the dead thing into a balloon.
He beat on the tightened skin with the huge knife, thumping it like a drum,
verifying its separation from the body at all points. The blade catching the sun,
glinting silver highlights into his dense, black hair. He traced a line with the
knife round the skin's perimeter, snaking the wool off the body. When the
fleece was loose, another man washed it out, and covered its underside with
salt, leaving it to dry in the sun. Then a thick hook was inserted through the
foreleg of the naked carcass, attached to a rope and looped over the top of the
metal frame cradling the grapevines my grandma grew. The body swung shiny
and pink in the shades of the grapes. With a finer knife, Sameh sliced a pocket down the sheep 's stomach. A deluge of gluey insides spilled out onto the
cement throughway; the heart and lungs, the mottled pancreas, the kidneys
and liquidy bowels. The cavity was washed out with a hose, running down the
body and onto the ground in red trails, dilating, growing pink at the edges then
pouring into the soil. Then the viscera was rinsed and piled into a metal pot.
The water was kept running over it, overflowing and washing away the blood
and dirt. When the water ran clear, the heavy pot was carried into the kitchen,
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where we, the women and girls, cleaned the digested food from the yards of
wrinkled insides. The kitchen would be clouded in bile and the smell of rot,
attacking and overpowering the nostrils, making the nose quiver and pinch
shut onto its base.
Later, the noon sun was hot and sticky. My father called this the time of
day only a fool would be outside. I stood under the tree near the wall that surrounds our house. The shiny, white brick enfolds it on all sides, melting into
the sheep pen and chicken coop at the eastern edge. To the right of those rundown brick and metal shacks is a dune. Sometimes I sit there and watch the
dune 's slope mutating, pointing towards east or west according to the wind's
dictates . The droops of sand moving, dancing in swirls. But rarely leaving;
never really going anywhere. The wind is v isible out there-you could almost
draw it. Put some weightless paper on the ground, let it touch the lines of passage, the gusts sketched into the dune's skin, mold it to the shapes, and then,
whoosh, wind- pictures.
Under the tree it was cooler than the rest of the day 's landscape, but still
hot. Sweat rolled into my eyes, the faulty one blinking fast and hard from the
glare of the broken glass on the ground. I'd gone out to the small garden to fill
a glass bowl with fresh mint and dropped it on my tangent walk to the tree. It
broke into a hundred pieces. Good. I hated that thing. It broke, but my hatred
toward it survived. The shard by the brown pebble was all the times I carried
yogurt for someone else 's lunch, the piece that looked like a ragged star
flashed the herbs I had to pick for the rest of my life, and the mean, sharp si Iver, digging into the ground, was every dream I have that will not come true.
The sand was hot under my feet when I stepped out of my slippers. I
walked on the gravel from the garden to that tree, no hesitation, not a single
misstep, not a sound of pain. I even walked on the glass pieces, all the while
humming. My skin didn't bleed, my feet didn ' t protest. Mama said only
raggedy children walked barefoot outdoors, that I was never to do it. She didn 't
know that after years of it, my feet had toughened into burnt leather. I hummed
and hummed. The vibration of sound rippled my cheeks, tickling my nose. It
reached into my throat and flared my nostrils . For a minute, I was beautiful,
resonating. Filled with song for a man on a magical horse, striding over the
sands to carry me away into stars and desert nights.
But then I remembered Mama loved that ugly, heavy bowl. That when I
told her I dropped it she 'd seek the leather belt hanging coiled and ready on
her bedpost, drag me by the hair, and beat me with it. I was not afraid. Just like
my soles were immune to the hot sand, my body had grown impervious to her
whips, my skin was dead to the pain.
I had been introduced to the knotted belt when I was four or five . I was
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walking up behind Musa on the stairs. He fell, landing on his head, rolling to
the bottom, crying. I didn't touch him; I swear it. His left ear a ripped sack
dribbling brown seeds to the floor. His wail echoing in the stairwell, first curling up and over the flat, black tiles then retreating into his lungs with a gasp.
Mama came running, her long dress swished round her ankles. Seeing the crying body and blood, she picked him up, murmuring, "Angel boy," washing his
face, neck, and head at the sink. Lightly lifting his hair off his ear to inspect
the wound, pressing coffee grounds to the skin to arrest the bleeding, repeating, "Allah's name, Allah's name," to protect him from harm . She kissed him
when she put him on his bed, her hard lips softening, spanning bis whole
cheek. All the while, I was frozen by the stair, gaping at the mirror hanging on
the beige wall. Eyes nailed to their reflection. Rounded but still normal , then.
When she came back, Mama grabbed my hands and pulled me into the
kitchen. The belt was a keen tongue wrapped twice around her muscled fingers. Black hair peaked out from under the veil, licking the sides of her round,
dark face. Her eyebrows linking into a single curved dome. She pinned me
with her brown, brown eyes. They looked painted onto their whites. Her face
moved in so close I could see a thin blue fencing each iris, saw the mole on
her nose fading into the reddening skin, and thick spittle bubbling at the corner of her mouth. Her lips had hardened again.
The first slash was fluid and sharp, leaving a precise scar on my thigh. "It
wasn't my fault," I cried. She mumbled, "Liar. Shut up." She sucked her lips
behind her teeth before cracking her arm down again, this time toward my
head. I remember that, then nothing but opening my eyes to see the bottom of
the table looming over me; the cabinets looking so far away, green and brown,
starting at some invisible point in the ceiling then pointing down; the rigid
configurations of triple stitching at Mama's hem touching my nose when she
walked away; and the floor printing its cold lines on my body through my
ruined pink dress.
The world looked different, and soon everyone was calling me cross-eyed.
Or maybe that happened later, or maybe it would have happened anyway. I
swear I don't know. And after that day, Musa was always a little slower talking or running. Always raging against me or slapping me for some fault.
Maybe it was the fall, or maybe it would've happened anyway. But that was
years ago. Too many years.
So, humming, thinking of the bowl and the beating, I walked out towards
the fields. The sun rolled orbs of heat across the yellow sand, making the air
thin and hard. The sand reciprocated with invisible flames ; the ground shimmered like water. Each breath I took erupted in my nostrils, reaching into my
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skull with dry, hard fingers. Sweat flattened my hair, swarming over my body,
and gluing my heavy dress to my thighs. The inside skin of my legs chafing
and burning with every step I took. I looked up at the giant fire hanging in the
sky and started to tear. Red squiggles floated within my lids.
I walked to the northern plot, where our farmhands scattered bales of hay
and filled a water trough every day. Wild horses gathered there to eat and
drink, seeking rare shade under the emaciated trees. The fence near the trough
was broken. It had been someone 's attempt at penning the herd, someone who
didn't understand until a river of horse-muscle charged and ruptured the wood.
This relationship was neither ownership nor charity. The horses honor us with
their presence. They call on us to feast but, like old friends of noble birth, their
visit is a gift to the household. Their wildness can be admired, never tamed.
Many had learned that only after earning a broken arm or dismembered teeth.
For others only a quick hoof to the head, a shrill death, could teach them that
lesson.
I stood there watching the horses galloping, swarming back and forth
behind their head stallion. His skin taut black silk, unbroken darkness except
between his brown eyes, where a white star twinkled. His forelock, so long it
almost reached his glistening muzzle, whipping into his face with every stride.
And to match it, a shimmering tail at his flank , flicking up and down, chasing
away flie s. Neck undulating back and forth- like a proud man, showing off his
new crop. Two mares flanked him at all times, but never head to head, always
a step or two behind. One mare was white, spotted with gray across her back;
the other was brown, a cooked-sugar brown . Their heads synchronized over
his back, their hooves echoed his tattooing beat. When the stallion ran, left or
right, gallop or trot, his whole tribe followed in mirror images, mimicking his
direction, creating ordered waves of movement, suffixed by shrunken shadows.
Footsteps walked up and stopped behind me. A "hello" grabbed my neck.
I turned around and moved back to get a focus on the face, but after half a step
the fence blocked me. It was Sameh, the sheep-killer. His face was cowled in
shadow, in parts a gray blot against the sun's glare. I said hello while a thin
splinter clamped into my shoulder, biting at the skin. Sameh nodded, then
grabbed both my hands with his. He stared, pulling me behind him over the
sandy path. I walked silent, my gaze locked onto his hairless neck, his rough
palm gulping my fingers. I had nothing to say, and he said nothing, either. He
smelt like blood, like the viscous odor of curdled milk and hot skin. Like the
sheep I had watched him slaughter earlier for the prewedding banquet.
Sameh took me into the barn of my grandfather 's house, the house we ' d
abandoned after his death. Bequeathing the old green home with the arched
windows and yellow balcony to stray animals and children who threw stones
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at its windows, vandalized its vast insides, and desecrated its garden. The trees
there were all dead or dying.
The barn was small. An overstated box, compiled from loose wooden
planks that were now rotted and creaking. The door a rusty sheet of corrugated metal that wobbled on its hinges when Sameh kicked it open. Pushing me
toward the comer, he threw me on the moldy piles left to rot there. Random
light swirled dust in the dim interior, floating it over the mounds of hay.
"Don't make a sound," Sameh hissed, his knees locking mine, his face
pressed into mine, his lips chafing my ear. And I was quiet. Not a word. He
flipped me over on my stomach, pushing my head into the floor. Mold and
dust crawled into my nose. I closed my eyes, but could not block my nostrils .
My hair was tangled in one of his hands, and he pushed harder at my head. My
teeth licked at the floor, one front tooth caught and chipped on a jut in its
grime, with a tinkle, like broken heavy glass. I could feel him pull my long,
red dress up from behind. Its front hooked under my knees. He pulled my
thick underwear halfway down, and warm air rushed my exposed skin.
Something foreign, warm, and rigid was touching my body, sliding up my
thighs . I remembered walking into the bathroom one day to find father standing there and I saw a flash of something in his hand. I remembered Musa
naked in his bedroom, not seeing me until something happened to him, something that made him moan, then scream when he saw me, running after me
with a slipper, and getting me in a comer and hitting me until I couldn 't help
crying. Then hitting me some more to make me stop crying. And this thing
was big and pulsing and pushing into my hind end, piercing into the soft skin,
and burning its cheeks. And I remembered watching the ram mount the shegoat and move its back in rhythmic beat like this one that was pushing me,
into, in, inside me and out and skewering my guts and reaching into my stomach. He was making noises. With every thrust and pull , my face scraping on
the hay and floor. I tried to hold my breath, get that gray smell out of my lungs.
I screamed as loud as I could- louder than the time Mama tied my arms and
locked me in the dark bathroom all night- but the sound was drowned by my
hair wrapped in his knuckles, his fingers twisting my lips. Pushing, pushing,
he breathed loud and hard. With every breath a sharper pain, a deeper penetration . I counted the shafts of agony, "2 .. . 3 ... 10 .. . ," and opened my
eyes. A beam of sun fell through the small window of the barn wall and landed on my right hand. The fingers were sculpted into claws beside my face,
resting near my bad eye, letting me know they were still there, still real. Now,

I counted the strokes off. Moving my fingers , "15 ... 16," up then down; one
by one with every increment, starting with the small finger at every group of
five , " . .. 20 . . . 21 . . ." My fingers miming my grandmother 's impatient
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drumming when I'm late with her lunch, but mine was a slower silent movement, "30 ... 31 ... ," and his breath was gone, just grunt grunt, thump thump.
And then "40 .. . 41." One more plunge then a small jet of warmth through
my entrails, his head on my head, and his teeth biting my scalp.
Sameh dismounted me, pulling his thing out, scathing me one more time,
and I gasped. He got up, walked away with his back to me, and grabbed some
hay. My bad eye was on his moving shoulders, his hands and arms at his front
as he wiped himself, fixed his trousers and left, silent.
I lay there and closed my eyes then flipped over on my back. Something
gooey was pulsing out of me. I got up, and there, mixed with the green hay
and dust, was a puddle of red and brown. A runny blot. I placed a finger to my
sore skin, touched the slow-flowing liquid and put it to my nose. It smelt like
the mangled mixture cleaned out of sheep's intestines, the same low-register
pungency wrapped in an acrid shell of blood.
I walked slowly back to the house, sneaking in through the side door, and
into the bathroom. I ached all over, but especially where he had pierced me.
Streaks of pain swept through me. I squatted over the old-style toilet; a hole
in the floor, diving into a pipe that ran to a ditch outside. Watery feces and
blood crawled down, making a hollow "splish" sound in the pipe's mouth. My
stomach squeezed on itself, flexing its muscles again and again. I stayed there,
squatting and watching, till there was nothing left to feel or see. I was empty.
I turned on the faucet overhanging the toilet, water gargled down and washed
away the mess.
I held my breath. I thought of the slide of his thighs on mine. The bowl
and the way its slices looked in the sun. His grunts while my tongue hung
loose and rolling in my mouth, trying to scream. Remembering his breath in
my hair, I could feel my soul leaving my head, leaving me and flying out of
the window in sparkles. Reminding me of my dragonfly; the one that visited
me every night after Mama closed the windows to complete her fortification
of the house- walking through the stifled shadows of my mosquito net and
my dresses hanging on the wall. I would fake sleep until her slippered footsteps became faraway echoes. I' d slip out from under my brown-hair blanket,
push one window open, and set sugar on the sill for my dragonfly. When the
moon drifted into my room, the dragonfly lit on my window, carried in on a
faint syllable of wind. Angled wings refracting moonlight into little peacock
eyes. Its feet a whisper of a presence on the white stone, twitching at the ends.
Its glistening eyes tiny domes, each etched into a hundred pieces, emitting a
sharp tunnel proboscis from their center. Sucking at the sugar granules, all the
while moving its wings up and down at discrete intervals. Balancing its long
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stalk-torso. Moving like a bent finger rhyming with the slow breeze. At any
sound, its hind would flick up quick like a whip, then back to its easy weaving. I watched it while the moon hid then surfaced again and again from the
crawling clouds and the crickets chirped out the advancing minutes. When the
sugar was all gone, the dragonfly perused the sill for stray particles before
starting its quick wing-flutter, and leaping into the night again. Leaving a trail
of tiny twinkles as its color melted into the sky.
I had to return to my body. To fall into myself again and be clean. I drew
shut the window, blocking out the only source of light in the room. In the gray
silence, I filled the washing tub with tepid water, bucket by bucket. When it
was half full, I undressed, folding my clothing and placing it on the floor. My
skin shrank at the feel of the water, a chill reached my elbows and stretched
its tendrils over my hot skin. The soap was awkward in my scratched hand,
tracing the dips and bumps of my bony body, sprouting suds when it reached
my legs, drying at my neck in sticky tongues. All the while I repeated, "Bless
me, my God; bless me, my God," forming the words but not uttering them .
My sitting posture sent an invisible weight ripping and pounding through
my muscles. But I held still, soaping my body and calling for blessing. I would
not leave my ablution. Not until the water got ice cold, until I returned to my
head, not until the smell of him dissolved from my pores, flying into the darkness of the small bathroom and becoming nothing.
Someone knocked on the bathroom door, then said, "Come on out. Who's
in there?" It was my cousin, Hind. "Yes, nearly done," I called as my body
slurped out of the water. I dried myself quickly and put on a robe. I looked at
my face in the mirror. One cheek was a red flame. I brushed my hair over it,
and, cradling my clothes, walked out. Hind smiled, her dangling earrings a
flash of gold as she held the door for me. I slithered toward my room-the one
she and I shared for the week.
That night I didn't see my dragonfly. Hind insisted on the window being
shut. She was my guest, and I couldn't refuse her. But I had a dream: The
black stallion was drinking at the trough, then, seeing me watch him, ran
toward me, riding the eastern wind, hair slapping. He stopped, bent down his
neck, let me mount his back. He was galloping when small buds appeared at
his sides, near my bare feet. The buds grew into shimmering shiny wings, and
we flew away- high above the ground and the trees. Away from
Grandfather's house and my house and the stream. We molded into one being;

his silkiness became my skin, my heart was the beat of his hooves. In our new
body we flew into the clouds.
The next day, Musa 's wedding day, the womenfolk woke up early to make
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sticky bread for breakfast. Hind told me I' d been moaning in my sleep. She
hadn't noticed the spot of red on my mattress nor the bruise on my cheek as
we hurried to the kitchen.
Sameh was gone. He'd left the day of the wedding, sometime between the
first celebration gunshot and the setting of the huge trays of luncheon. Each
tray had been laden to overflowing with rice, fried nuts, and chunks of meat.
Besides them came large pots of hot yogurt to pour over and eat with the rice.
The first trays were sent to the large tent outside where the men celebrated,
dancing, singing and telling stories from late morning till evening. When
enough food had been set for the men, the rest of the trays were dispatched to
the women, who stayed inside the house throughout the wedding. After lunch
was devoured, a man asked where Sameh was with the coffee, but no one
answered. Another worker was sent to get the thick brass coffeepot from the
kitchen and Sameh was forgotten.
At sundown, Musa walked into the room where the women 's celebration
was taking place. His steps were slow and deliberate, each a heavy clap on the
washed tiles, his sandy robe swishing with each step, the long material snapping as his knees stretched the cloth in stride- a strutting peacock with head
high, his red headdress lingering in a careless angle, his mustache twitching in
a smirk, and his dark eyes echoing the lights strung on the walls.
Seem had been well prepared for her husband; long hair braided, hands
and feet dyed with henna. When he entered the room, all the women rose to
greet him, their eyes to the floor, not meeting his. Each congratulated him in
a whisper, then walked out. After kissing his hand and repeating my congratulations, I left too. Being unwed, I was not allowed to hear manied secrets,
but I stayed by the door, listening to Mama and Seem's mother talking. They
spoke final encouragement into her ear-"Take heart, it is the way of the
world." "Don't believe what they say, it is pain like a pinprick, no more." Then
they left her to her husband.
A few minutes later, Musa walked out of the house carrying high a bloodied handkerchief. Ululations and gunshots rang through the dark sky. The men
surrounded Musa, thumping him on the back in pride. He, now without his
head cover, eyes shuffling, balanced the handkerchief on the muzzle of his rifle.
He thrust it up and down, piercing the air. I watched him through the window
of my room, then tiptoed over to see his bride. I pushed open the bedroom door
and saw Seem pale and shivering on the bed. Her eyes were open, her gaze
unsteady. Her hand was a fist, locked between her teeth to stop the moans.

***
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The rains came stronger than ever this year. Grandmother said it was a
sign of the end of the world. "Doomsday is coming," she mumbled into her
praying beads. The water crashed into our roof, and Mama strode around calling out orders. Outside, the workers were trying to fix the holes in the sheep
pen. The sheep bleated away like demons caught in a cave, their crazed voices reaching the house and my room.
No dragonflies came during the rains. They were all dead somewhere,
drowned and floating . The horses were murky silhouettes through my window, sheltering under the trees. Three days and three nights of water. All my
dreams were filled with water, I swear. Cold, red water filling my dreams .
Three days of rain and confinement, outdoor chores neglected, mad winds
slamming against the windows. Draining itself out today, after evening prayer.
So tomorrow I must wake up early to clean the garden of debris. Tomorrow
the sun will rise again, drying out the pools all around. Soon there will be no
sign of torrent except for craggy, dried domes marking the desert skin.
Circular indentations on the landscape.
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Bonnequa, the
Braider
Phyllis Porche

' ve been doing hair for nearly fifty years, and I know my way around a
head. Starting out pressin' hair in my kitchen over on Sixty-seventh
Street. Did a good business too, all those working mothers, raising kids, hanging laundry wit' no time to wash and set they own hair for church on Sunday,
they came to me. Every Saturday night, my parlor was fulla women sittin '
with their heads wrapped in towels reading Ebony and Jet and waiting for they
turn in the kitchen. And I could press a head, let me tell you, get it so flat and
so straight your friends would swear you had that good hair.
Back then all you needed to be successful was a set of good metal press in '
combs. Put one on the fire, get it good and hot, part and section the hair off,
then pull it through, slow and easy. Afterward you put the curlers on the flame,
curl up the hair, oil the scalp, and holla, "Next! " I did have some problems,
though. Like customers falling asleep in the chair because they had to wait so
long. But a quick flip of my black plastic comb on the back of they necks took
care of that. You fall asleep while Mabel's got a hot pressin' comb in her hand
and you'll get more than a slap, you ' ll get a scar you can tell your grandkids
about.
Pressin ' could be bad business, though . Whole damn house usta stink of
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burnin ' hair. Customers complained a lot, too : "Mabel, that comb's too hot,
you burned my ear, nyah, nyah, nyah." I damn near quit 'cept I had four kids
to feed. I'd tell 'em I ain't got time to do your hair and be your mama too!
Don 't try to act like you ain ' t never had your hair pressed before. You don 't
want your ear burned, then dammit hold it down. I ain ' t got no gadgets on this
comb to keep from burning you, you just better stay awake and watch your
cues. Long as you been black you know somebody get close to your ear with
a hot pressin' comb, you supposed to fold that fella down and hang on.
Things were good for me until around 1975. That's when everything
changed. All of a sudden pressin ' wasn ' t good enough anymore. Oh no, suddenly people wanna be able to swim and not have their hair go back. Go back?
Back where? It ain' t changed, it's still nappy, it's just flat, water don' t do nothin ' but wake the naps up. Anyway, Negroes decide they hair needs to be
relaxed, like hair get tense or somethin ' . So I gotta throw out all my press in'
combs, which by the way I paid good money for, and go to school and learn
how to mix chemicals like Marie Curie or somebody. I had to learn to give
relaxers and Jheri-Curls, all that ol ' mess. But it was that or my kids didn't eat.
When I finished the program I took the money I made doing hair at home and
opened up Mabel's Press and Curl around the comer from my house. Close
and easy to get to. I been here twenty years and ain't lost a customer.
Yeah, I started out in my kitchen with just me; now I got three employees.
They a strange buncha women, but they can lay hair like nobody else. There's
Viola, who 's about my age but seems older even to me, and I'm almost seventy. She 's tall and sturdy but got just the tiniest little stoop to her shoulders
these days. And even though she works for me pressin ' and curl in' and permin ', she still pincurls her own hair at night. The woman looks like she living
in the fifties , but the girl got skills- in the morning. Then there's Shirley, a
sweet girl, but she got old ways for somebody so young. She's a little nervous
and got some habits drive me crazy, but for the most part she's OK. Now
Aiesha is fifteen and the granddaughter of one of my longtime customers. I
hired her for her grandma's sake, but that chile, that chile. Then came this new
one, Bonnequa she said her name was. Ain 't never heard nothin ' like it before,
but I ain 't one to judge. I wish I could tell something about her, but I can' t. It's
almost like she was born the day she showed up, no history, no past, no family, no nothin '. Just her, just Bonnequa. The only thing I can tell you about her
is the girl could do it all: press, curl, relax, wrap, braid. Lord, that chile was a
one-woman beauty parlor. She said she liked braiding best. Fine with me.
Braids is what all these young girls want. I figured they'd keep Bonnequa
plenty busy.
When I first saw her I thought she looked kinda scrawny. I mean she was
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thinner than Shirley and Shirley's almost a scarecrow. I dido 't think the girl
looked strong enough to stand all those hours doing hair, looked like if a
strong wind came along she'd be gone with it, but she told me she was up to
it. She 's quiet as a mouse, too, so you know I hired her, 'cause with Viola,
Shirley, and Aiesha beatin' they gums all day long I was looking forward to
having somebody quiet in the place. And that's why I gave Bonnequa the work
station nearest to me.
They say everybody got a story; well Viola, she got three. Poor thang. Her
husband left her with three boys and no money in an old rickety piece- a
house. She owned it outright but didn ' t have no money and hardly any skills .
Her oldest boy, Clayton, up and joined the army around 1968, sent money
home every month, 'ti! he got hisself killed in Viet Nam. Broke Viola's heart.
After that the other boys just went for bad. They drifted in and out of the
house, and in and out of Viola's life. Most times they came home for a night,
stayed away for two or three, ate up all her food and begged her out of what
little money she did manage to earn. The second boy, Darnell, is right now sitting up on death row. Been there about fifteen years, poor chile done exhausted all his appeals, just waiting for his day with the executioner. The other one,
Michael. Poor Michael, he was killed by the police by mistake. They said they
thought he was some other boy who'd shot a policeman. They gunned that boy
down like a D-O-G.
Viola started drinking after Darnell was sentenced to death. At first it was
just a little somethin' -somethin' after dinner, but by the time Michael was
killed, she was three sheets to the wind by lunchtime. Which is why I only put
her on press and curls in the morning. I ain't tryin ' to fill up the burn ward over
at the County ' cause she doing the Jim Beam tango all afternoon. I probably
shouldn' t even keep her on, but she's good and I need her, and her old-lady
customers love those old-lady hairstyles she gives them. Besides, I can't imagine what her life would be like if she had all day to drink.
I'll never forget the day I realized Viola was gonna be a problem. We had
been doing heads all day long and finally the last client was gone. I was sitting in my chair exhausted; Viola was leaning against her station and I said,
" Vi , honey, maybe it's time you retired." Didn't that woman pick up a hot curling iron and point at me? "Looky here now, Mabel. I'll retire when I' m ready.
I ain't but sixty-two years old, younger than you. So if anybody need to be
getting a check from the gov'ment, it's you." r tell you I don't know what
impressed me more, her detennination or that hot curling iron she was waving
in my face , but I let her stay. But I learned not to have her curling hair after
twelve o'clock.
Now Shirley. Shirley 's a kind of a young thang, but she got old ways, you
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know the type. Young, pretty, should be going to dances or out to the movies
with nice young fellas , but all she does is work and read the Bible. Don't get
me wrong, I'm a Christian, been a Christian longer than Shirley even been
alive, but that girl can find things in the Bible I never heard of. And like Viola,
she knows her way around a head. She's kind of a perfectionist, though. Won 't
let a client out of the chair if there's a hair out of place. And the chair. Lord,
the chair! That girl has a problem with the height of her chair, the likes of
which I've never seen. She's put customers on phone books, made 'em slouch,
sit perfectly still, hold they head perpendicular to the floor, whatever it takes
to get they heads the 1ight height for her. One time she pumped old Mrs.
Perkins up and down so many times in that chair I thought that old lady was
going to lose her breakfast. Why do her customers put up with it? 'Cause
Shirley 's that good, and that's why I keep her.
But she can be a little preachy. A customer will be sittin ' in the chair, you
know, sharing a story, 'cause that's what the beauty shop is about. But Miss
Shirley don 't like gossip and she'll bust out with a Bible verse about maligning your fellow man and gossip-mongering and set the whole place on its ear.
And Lord, don 't let the conversation turn to sex, she practically has to go and
shower from what she calls our "dirty talk." Which is when Aiesha jumps in.
That chile is fifteen going on forty. She dresses like one of those little hoocbie
girl s in those music videos on BET that I tum away from. She wears those
braids the kids like so much and they look good on her, but I told her I draw
the line at spandex and exposed midriffs: "This is a place of business, girl.
People come in here to relax and get they hair done. Don't nobody wanna be
lookin ' at your belly. You gon' work here, you gotta wear some proper
clothes. " She come askin' me, "Why you playa hatin ', Miss Mabel?" I told
her, "I don't hate the playa, baby, but if the playa wants to keep getting a paycheck, next time she strolls up in Mabel 's Press and Curl she better be dressed
decent." We ain't had a problem since.
Aiesha's grandma wants her to go to beauty school and thought having her
work for me would get her in on the ground floor. But from day one she made
it plain she wasn't interested in doing hair. "I want to be a nail technician, Miss
Mabel," she told me. "I can't be standing up all day washing strangers' ol'
dirty hair. But nails, I can sit down, talk to people, and exercise my creativity." Whatever. Mainly she sweeps up the hair and runs errands for me. In a real
pinch I have her wash a head or two. Well, that was until she got herself some
press-on claws. Them nails so long my customers cringe when she come near
'em with them . Most of 'em won't let her wash they hair.
Well, I hired Bonnequa on Thursday and she started the next day and she
worked out great. I musta scheduled four women with her for braids, right?
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Complicated stuff, all that weavin' and twistin ' heads looking like the Eiffel
Tower and such, but she was great. For that girl, standing and braiding hair
was as easy as breath in' . I was glad I found her, that is 'til the third day she
worked for me. It was Saturday and we was busy. By noon we had customers
in all three chairs, the waiting area was filled, and the phone was ringin ' wit'
women callin' beggin' to be squeezed in. You ' da thought it was the day before
Easter. Anyway, Viola pressed and curled until she couldn ' t no more. Usually
when that happened I put her on shampoos, but this was one o' her bad days,
so I just sent her on home. And I told Shirley we didn 't have time for any of
her crazy mess, "Look, stop pumping that chair and finish! We got people
waiting!" I checked in the back, Bonnequa had started on Joelle Thompkins at
eight in the morning and by two the woman 's entire head was covered with the
finest, most even braids I'd ever seen. I was amazed . A job like that would
normally take eight to ten hours, but Bonnequa, she had a knack. I congratulated her on her work and she just smiled and straightened up her station,
makin' ready for the next customer. I like women that work like that.
Well, with Viola out of commission and despite my warning, Shirley
pumpin' that chair and me workin ' on Aiesha's grandma, there was nobody to
do Rayselle Bradley's hair. Rayselle been a customer of Viola's for years, so
she shoulda known better than schedule herself for two in the afternoon, but
she did. She sat and waited and I kept promisin' to get right to her, but it was
obvious she was getting peeved. I had Aiesha's grandn1a under the hair dryer
and was about to start on Rayselle myself when my two-thirty appointment
walked in, early. "Oh Lord. OK, we're goin' have to switch up here." I knew
Bonnequa didn't have anybody else coming in until about four so I called out,
"Bonnequa?" No answer. "Bonnequa?" Again, no answer. "Bonnequa!" Her
head popped around the comer of the wall, "Yeah, Mabel?" "I need you to
wash and set Mrs. Bradley's hair, honey. Come on out and get started, please."
She stood there looking at me with the blankest look I ever seen on a human,
in fact it was almost inhuman, then she said in the coolest, calmest voice, "I
ain't tryin' to hear that, Mabel."
Well, you coulda bought me for a dollar. I know that little nappy-head girl
wasn't standing in my shop tellin' me what she wasn 't tryin ' to hear. '"Scuuuse
me?" She said it again, just as cool and calm as if I'd offered her a sandwich
and she wasn't hungry, "I ain't tryin' to hear that. " And with that she turned and
went back to picking up stray pieces of weave hair. "Aiesha! Girl, get over
here! Take that mess off your fingers and wash Mrs. Bradley's hair!" Aiesha
ran over, snapping off nails along the way and led Rayselle over to the sink.
Then over her shoulder she said to Shirley, "Oooh, I know Miss Thang did not
just tell Miss Mabel what she ain't tryin' to hear. Not wit' all these sistas sittin'
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up in here waiting to get they butter whipped!" "Sounds like what she said to
me," Shirley replied.
"All right, you two, get to work. I got no time for no foolishness."
I was mad, but after the work Bonnequa'd done, I'd be a fool to fire her,
that girl was a gold mine. But I decided I would talk to her when things quieted down. As it turned out I didn't say anything to her. I mean I figured she
probably had issues, right? Who doesn't? We all got a little somethin '-somethin ' going on in our lives that make us act a certain way. And as long as
Bonnequa was braiding hair and making me money, I figured that was just one
o' her "new on the job" quirks, so I let it go.
A couple of days later I found myself in another situation with Bonnequa.
See, Viola had a bad night. I mean a really bad night, so bad she didn't come
in that morning and I had women waitin' to get they hair done. I checked the
schedule and Bonnequa's first appointment wasn't 'til two that afternoon, so
when Marvella Watkins came in for her weekly press and curl and Shirley and
I were already busy, I yelled out, "Bonnequa?" No response. "Bonnequa?"
"That girl. Bonnequa! " Her head popped around the comer of the door to the
backroom. "Sweetheart, Viola's not here, come out and do Ms. Watkins 's
hair." "I ain't tryin' to hear that, Mabel."
I just thank God Marvella is hard of hearing, 'cause if she'd heard what
Bonnequa said, Lord, it would have really been something. But as luck would
have it Aiesha came through the door early from school and she washed
Marvella's hair. "Humph, Miss Thang gettin' outta hand," I heard her tell
Shirley. "This the second head I done had to wash. I to!' y'all, I ain't tryin' to
be no hairdresser. If I' m gon' be doing this regular, Miss Mabel gon' have to
pay me mo ' money."
In addition to what she didn't try to hear, I learned Bonnequa had some
strange habits. The chile never ate. On Fridays we usually sent around to
Bud's for fried catfish. But Bonnequa never joined in. At first I thought she
was tryin' to save money, you know, be resourceful, but she never ate no thin'.
Once or twice I saw her nibble on a french fry or two, but that's it. She had
some strange ways, but somehow I just thought she was safe with me, with us.
That if I let her go somebody might try to take advantage of her and Lord, I
couldn't live with myself if that happened.
Well, the days went on and everybody just kinda got used to Bonnequa.
Every now and then I'd hear somethin' from Shirley or Viola, but they just
kinda learned to work around her and not ask her to do anything except braid

hair. One morning early, before Viola got in her cups good, I asked her and
Shirley what they thought of Bonnequa. "I think she's arrogant," Viola said,
"Act like she too good to do anything but braid. Like we ain't good as her just
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'cause we pressin' and curlin' and pennin '." "Well, all I know is that attitude
of hers is gonna get her nowhere. What she needs to do is embrace the Lord
Jesus Christ," Shirley said. Aiesha was at school, but she'd made her opinions
plain after the second time Bonnequa had refused to do a head, "I ain't playa
hatin' , Miss Mabel, but ol' girl got to go! Walkin' around here like she got it
like that, tellin' folks what she ain't tryin' to hear-shoot, I ain't tryin' to hear
her!"
That afternoon when Bonnequa came in I decided to test her. I knew it was
wrong, but I needed to see just what was goin' on with her. I had asked her to
do things in the shop and she'd refused, so I thought I'd send her on an errand.
We were runnin' low on end papers and bobby pins. "Bonnequa, baby, run
around to the beauty-supply house for me. I called in an order and it just needs
to be picked up. I would send Aiesha, but she has cheerleadin' practice today."
Bonnequa was opening a package of number two brown preparing to do her
first client. She turned, gave me that deader-than-dead look o' hers and said,
"I ain't try in ' to hear that."
After that it was anarchy. From that day on whenever I asked somebody to
do something, go somewhere, get something, all I heard was what they wasn't
tryin' to hear. Bonnequa was good at what she did, but she was messin' up my
good thing and I just couldn't have that.
There's only three keys to my place. I got one, Viola got the other and the
landlord, Mr. Sullivan, I believe, has the third. I bring up the keys because
things with Bonnequa finally came to a head on Easter Sunday night. I'd been
at my daughter Belinda's house for dinner. Forty-two years old and girl still
don't know Easter is ham, chitlins is Christmas. Oh, well, anyway, I left
early- without a doggy bag-I ate that soggy mess once and that was enough.
My son, Darryl, kept sitting at the table complainin ', "I don't know why you
made that crap, Bee, you know I don't eat no swine." Between that and my
grandkids screaming, all hopped up on sugar and chocolate, the evening was
more than I could stand, so I decided to go home but stopped by my shop on
my way.
We did so much hair the day before, the till was overflowing, so I just
stuffed it all in that metal box I keep under my work station, figuring I'd get
to it later. When I got there the place was dark, the shade was drawn, and
everything looked normal. I'd asked Bonnequa to close for me because I had
to run to the Jewel to pick up some potatoes for the potato salad that was supposed to go with the ham we were supposed to have. Anyway, it was the one
thing that day that I asked her to do that she did try to hear. I put my key in
the door, turned it, and when I pushed I got the chain. So I'm standing out
there thinking, how did this girl manage to lock my door from the outside and
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put the chain on? I'd only installed that chain for the nights when Aiesha and
I were there late cleaning up. Women alone ain't safe. So I'm standing there,
jiggling the door handle and thinking some very unchristian thoughts and
that's when it hit me. She was still in there! Then I hear from out the back
room, "Wait a minute. I ain 't ready."
Swear to God, it was Bonnequa! Now it was about nine-thirty on Easter
Sunday night. What was she still doing there? I wait and then I hear her come
scuffling out the back room. She pulls the shade aside and checks to see who
it is, like she's answering her front door. Well, she sees it's me and gently
pushes the door closed so she can take the chain off. When I step in, she just
gives me one of those inhuman blank looks of hers, then without saying a
word- not, "Hi, Mabel," "Ooops, you caught me," "Go to hell." Nothing. She
just turns toward the back like her work is done. "Bonnequa! Girl , what are
you doin' here at this time of night?" She's dressed in this frumpy pink housecoat and matching fuzzy pink slippers. And even as I call after her, she just
keep scuffling across the tile toward the back, like I don't exist. That's when
I tell myself, Mabel, you got a sit-u-ation here.
That girl had been living in my shop! There was health laws about that
kind of thing. I coulda lost my license, the shop, everything. So I yelled after
her, "Uh-uh . Listen, Missy, you come back here. We got to talk about this."
But Bonnequa just kept her pace slow and steady until the dark rectangle of
the doorway just kind of enveloped her. Now that's my room, OK? I been back
there a million times, but that Easter Sunday night, with that girl, with that
expressionless face, and that scuffling, uh-uh. I was scared. I just grabbed the
box I kept the money in, closed and locked the door, and went home thinking,
"I don't care how good she is, that girl gotta go."
There was something wrong with her, something deep inside, something
spiritual. Something was missin' from Bonnequa, that's why she always gave
me them blank, scary, soulless looks. That girl's heart was hurting. I just
wished there was something I coulda done for her, but she never talked about
nothin'. No family to speak of, no friends, it's almost like she just appeared
out of thin (and I do mean thin, almost malnourished) air. After that day,
Bonnequa just stopped working. I mean she was there every day, but she
stopped taking appointments, stopped coming out the back room, she kinda
went on strike or somethin'. I figured she was probably weak what from all
the heads she'd already braided and the fact that she barely ate enough food to
keep a cockroach alive, so I just let her rest.
' Course, you know that didn't sit well with the others. "So what ol' girl
just gon ' kick it back there and I gotta do heads? Uh-uh, Miss Mabel, that's
bogus. I mean, yeah , maybe she got it like that, but that's wack." Even Shirley
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got a little disgruntled: "Mabel, c'mon now, being Christian is one thing, but
that girl is takin' advantage of you. Not workin' and gettin' a paycheck? That
ain 't right." I peeked back there one afternoon and Bonnequa was just standing at the back door staring out the window into the alley. I let it go on for a
few days, figurin' she'd come back to herself, but when she didn't, I started
droppin' hints. I left a letter of recommendation on the little table she sometimes sat at back there, then I left her some money. Every morning when I
came in, it was untouched. Heck, I even brought her plates of food, red beans
and rice; she dido 't touch that, neither.
The situation was getting bad. Shirley and Aiesha was ready to form a
union and go out on strike on me, and poor Viola was getting loaded earlier
and earlier in the day. I couldn't have it, and Bonnequa wouldn't take the hint
and leave, so I called Mr. Sullivan and told him when my lease was up at the
end of the month, Mabel's Press and Curl was relocatin'. Then I went to the
real-estate office in the neighborhood; it took about a week, but I found a great
new shop, right on the bus line, lots of windows, it was perfect. I told the girls
what was happening and at the end of the month, we was gone.
We was in the new place about a week when I got a phone call. The lady
said her name was Lillian Mason and she ' d rented my place after I moved out.
She had contractors in remodeling, but they was having a problem. I told her
that that was between her and the landlord and I didn't understand what her
remodeling had to do with me. The problem, it turned out, was Bonnequa.
Now I had figured that once I was gone from that building with all my stuff,
Bonnequa would just pick up and go, no point in her staying there, right?
According to Miss Mason, Bonnequa was still living in the back room even
with all that construction dust and racket. See, they were turning my shop into
a Dock's Fish. Why, with Bud's right around the comer, I don 't know, but they
were.
Anyway, I agreed to go over there and talk to Bonnequa and see could I
convince her to vacate the premises? It's not ladylike and it's not natural to be
living up in somebody's back storeroom like that. When I got there the door
was unlocked and I walked on in. I nearly fell off my feet. They tore out my
min-ors, my walls were stripped and all those pictures of hairstyles I had
Aiesha cut out of Ebony and Essence were torn down from the walls, and
they'd put in a huge counter that ran from nearly the front door to the backroom-where Bonnequa lived. I called out to her, hoping she'd come out to
me. I was still a little scared of going back in there with her. "Bonnequa?" No
answer. "Bonnequa?" So I figured , OK, Mabel, you can do this. I crept back
there. When I entered, the room was dark except for a shaft of light from the
little window up near the ceiling. There Bonnequa was, curled up on a coil of
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rope, just sitting and staring with that blank look of hers on her face. My heart
almost stopped. "Bonnequa? Chile, why are you still here? This ain't my shop
no more. You don't work here no more." She turned kinda like she was surprised to hear a human voice, but the surprise dido 't register on her face. She
just gave me one of those subhuman looks of hers and said, "I ain't tryin' to
hear that, Mabel." "Well, you better try to hear this. You can't stay here. It
ain't right. It ain't healthy and I'm pretty sure it ain't legal, either. What about
your family? Maybe I can call somebody, write somebody for you." But she
just sat there staring at me like I spoke a language she didn't understand.
"Bonnequa, do you hear me? Girl, you can't stay, the Dock's people ain't gon'
allow you to live in the back of they store. They talking about legal action,
they talking about having you arrested for trespassing."
I shivered when she looked at me 'cause it felt like she could see through
my flesh, bones and organs, right to my very soul. And as old as I am, I wanted to turn and run away from that room and never look at that chile again, but
I couldn't. I felt responsible for her. "Do you understand?" I yelled. "And
please, do not tell me another time what you're not tryin' to hear. 'Cause hear
it or not, those people mean business. They mean to put your narrow behind
in jail. You don't want that, do you?" Then she gave me that scary little smile
of hers and said, "Well, I guess they gon' have to do what they have to." Like
whatever happened was outta her control.
Well, they did do what they had to and Bonnequa got arrested. And chile,
it was ugly. People gathered around starin' and pointin' and whisperin ' . We
heard about it through the neighborhood grapevine, and Aiesha ran over and
watched, then came back and reported what she saw. "Miss Mabel, they had
Bonnequa in handcuffs like she was John Gotti or somebody. But she just
walked out with her head held up, you know wit' that look on her face, and
got right into the wagon like she was steppin' into a limo or somethin'. That
girl is weird." Of course, Bonnequa's arrest was the talk of the shop.
Everybody who came in mentioned it, and finally after about an hour, I had to
put a stop to it. "All right, y'all , that's about enough. How long you gonna
profit from somebody else's misery?" And I wasn't just talkin' to Viola,
Shirley, and Aiesha. I made the customers stop talking about it too. I felt bad
for Bonnequa. So bad, that that night I called my son Darryl and had him to
carry me over to the county jail to visit her. I wanted to bring her a little somethin ', 'cause the child don't eat. So I made Darryl stop at Bud's and I picked
her up an order of those spicy fries she sometimes picked at.
Let me say this, if you've never been to the county jail, you 're lucky. It's
not a pretty place. Bad enough to have men in there, but women locked up
behind bars, chile! I sat in the waiting area behind this thick pane of glass-
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Darryl waited in the car, said he didn 't want to go in- holding those fries ,
turned out they wouldn't let me give them to her. No food allowed. When
Bonnequa walked in, she was wearing this kinda shapeless prison dress with
a number on it. My lip started to quiver when I saw her. I mean she'd only
been there a few days, but I swear the chile bad gotten thinner since the last
time I saw her and I think I already told you, she didn 't have much weight to
lose. She looked willowy and seemed to float into the room and just flutter
into the chair. My eyes were wet by that time. Eve1ything she did seemed like
slow motion. I was already holding the phone waitin' for her to pick up the
one on her side. When she did, it seemed to take forever, as though that black
plastic receiver was just too heavy for her to lift.
"How you <loin ', baby?" "Fine. Miss Mabel, I'm fine." What do you say
after that? I couldn't exactly sit there and tell her what had been goin' on at
the shop or with the girls, I mean the chile was in jail! Good things happenin'
on the outside was probably the last thing she wanted to hear. So I asked if she
was OK and if she was eatin' enough (obviously she wasn't) and if people was
treatin ' her OK and she gave me a lot of slow, one-word answers. "Bonnequa,
honey, is there somebody I can call for you? Your mama? Somebody?" "Naw,
ma 'am. I'll be fine." "I wanted to give you these," I held up the greasy bag of
french fries , "but they said no." "That's OK, Miss Mabel, I ain't hungry."
I ran out of things to say, and I knew if I didn 't get out of there soon I'd
be bawlin' my eyes out, so I told Bonnequa I'd be back to see her in a coup la
days. "I left some money for you for phone calls or whatever else you might
need. You use it. And if you think of anything l can bring you, you call me,
you hear?" She gave me a weak smile and hung up the phone just as slowly
as she had picked it up.
I couldn't wait to get out of there. Being in that place unnerved me, but I
didn't know which upset me more, that a special jail for women existed or that
a frail, gentle creature like Bonnequa was in it. And she was gentle. She hadn't
set out to hurt nobody. Just seemed like she couldn't do what folks wanted.
She wasn't bad or evil, just followin' her own drummer 's all. I was gonna wait
a coupla days and go and visit her again on Friday, but when I woke up
Thursday morning somethin' told me to go right then, so I did. Dan-yl was
none too happy about havin ' to carry me back to the jail twice in one week,
but he did it. When I got there and said I was there to see Bonnequa, the lady
guard checked her list and asked me to wait. Then she went and talked to
another guard. The second lady guard looked at me, turned back to the first
one and continued whisperin ' to her. Then the first lady guard went away and
came back. "Ma'am, can you come with me, please?" She led me to a different little room from the one I went to the last time. It was kind of dark with a
table and two chairs. I sat there wondering what the heck was going on. Then
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I got a sick feelin' in the pit of my stomach. I thought maybe Bonnequa had
told somebody at the jail what she wasn't tryin' to hear and had gotten herself
into some more trouble. About a minute later, a woman in a suit walked in.
"Mrs. Jefferson? I'm Ms. Adams. I'm one of the administrators here. I understand you're here to visit Bonnequa James." I told her I was. "Look, now, if
this is about that food I brought her last time, I didn't know. Nobody told me
that it wasn't allowed. I didn't bring nothin' this time." "No ma'am, it's not
that." She took a deep breath, "Mrs. Jefferson, Bonnequa ... " When her voice
trailed off like that, like one o' my kids when they tryin' to break some bad
news to me, I knew something terrible had happened to Bonnequa. "Bonnequa
was very weak. I'm sure when you saw her the other day you noticed how thin
she was." I nodded. " Well, we tried to get her to eat, we even threatened her
with intravenous feeding, in fact we were going to begin that today, but ... "
My breath caught in my throat. "Mrs. Jefferson, when the guard checked
Bonnequa last night, she was dead. I'm terribly sorry."
I didn't know what to say. I mean, I'd just wanted Bonnequa out of my
shop. I wanted her to do what was asked of her and to try to get along with
folks. Lord, I didn't want the chile to die! I sat there in that dark, dank little
room and cried. I cried so long and so hard that Darryl finally came into the
jail lookin' for me and they brought him into that room. It took a while for me
to recover myself, I felt so sick, so guilty, like I coulda done something-what,
I don 't know-but something. A few minutes later Darryl helped me out to his
car and drove me home.
Bonnequa was dead. How was I supposed to live with that? What was I
supposed to say to Viola and Shirley and Aiesha when they asked about her? I
spent a terrible night that night. I couldn't sleep, I couldn ' t eat. I just lay there
in my bed thin.kin' I shoulda done more. I shoulda made Bonnequa do them
things she didn't want to do. I thought maybe if I had, she'd still be alive and
I wouldn't feel so responsible. Of course, I knew that never woulda happened.
That girl had chosen her course a long time ago and nothin' I coulda said or
done was gonna sway her, but that didn't make me feel any better.
Weeks later a customer came into the shop. Turned out she was one o'
Bonnequa's braid ladies from a previous job. She told me she'd been with
Bonnequa for years and had followed her from shop to shop-when she could
find her, that was. I asked her what she knew about her, her family, anything
to get some closure, like they say on the talk shows. All I found out was
Bonnequa got her trainin' in doin' hair at the Lena Bryant Beauty School , the
one next door to the Lena Bryant Funeral Parlor over west on Eighty-seventh
Street. Yeah, she did dead people's hair, but that's not unusual. A lot of stylists
started out that way. They practiced on the dead so they could do good work
on the living. It just seemed to me that some o' that dead got into Bonnequa
and just never seemed to work its way out.
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pike called me with the news on a Sunday afternoon, right in the middle of the Bears game.
"My old man died last night," he said, "or, uh . . . early this morning, I guess
I should say." His voice was spry, his words sharp. And then he laughed. "Fell
off a bar stool at McGinty's. Split his friggin ' noggin in two." There wasn't a
sliver of sadness in his words.
The Bears were losing, as usual. I watched Jimmy Harbaugh sling one
more interception before I spoke. I didn't curse or screech. I was used to
Harbaugh by now. I simply clicked off the tube. "When's the wake and all?"
"They gotta do an autopsy first, since he didn 't exactly die of natural causes.
So it'll probably be Wednesday. The funeral'll be the day after that."
"You guys wakin' him at Egan's?"
"Where else?" Spike said.
And he was right in saying that. All the Irish in the neighborhood brought
their dead to old man Egan at Sixty-third and Lawndale. No other place was
ever considered.
"I'll come for the wake," I said, "but I'm not co min ' for the funeral. I can't
miss any more days at work."

S
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"No problem," Spike said, and then he laughed again. "Old man Egan's
got an easy one this time. It's gonna hafta be a closed casket. No paste, no
makeup needed. I went down to see him at the morgue. He was quite the sight,
Jack. His head was all swelled up from the fall like a summer watermelon. He
looked like a friggin' martian." There was a brief moment of silence, and during that silence, I knew that Spike was smiling on the other end of the phone,
smiling at the sight of his dead father's misshapen head. A warped smile
crawled across my lips too. "Can you call Harry and the resta the boys for me,
to let 'em know?"
I told Spike I would gladly make some calls, and then he hung up the
phone. I clicked the tube back on. I felt like watching the Bears lose again.
They didn't disappoint me. Two days later, I bought myself a Sun-Times. Old
man Flynn's obit was right there on page 42.
Flynn, John
age 67, of Chicago, Illinois, formerly of Co.
Clare, Ireland; loving husband of Mary Flynn;
loving father to John, Patrick, Maureen, Michael,
and James; fond grandfather and uncle to many.
Funeral Thursday at 11 :00 A.M . from Egan
Funeral Home, 3710 West 63rd Street,
Chicago, to St. Nicholas Church . Mass at 12:00
P.M. Visitation on Wednesday, 12:00 to 9:00 P.M .
In lieu of flowers, masses and memorials preferred . Info at 312-779-1240.

As I read that obit, I knew that none of the Flynns wrote it. None of them
could lie like that. None of them were that creative. It bad to be old man Egan.
He's the one who inserted the words "loving" and "fond." He was one of the
best bullshitters on the South Side. But you couldn't blame him for that.
Bullshitting's part of the job description for morticians. They even take classes in it at mortuary school. Old man Egan told me so himself one night when
I was tipping a few with him at McGinty's . But then again, he could've been
bullshitting me.
The first time I saw old man Flynn I was nine years old. That was in 1969,
the same year the Cubs melted in the September sun and lost the pennant to
the Mets. I was living with my grandparents back then, and the Flynns bought
the bungalow directly next door. I watched the move from the back porch of
Grampa 's third-floor apartment. The sun beat down on the city that day, but
my body stayed hidden in the shade that angled across the porch, so as not to
be seen.
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And there was Mr. Flynn, standing in the middle of his tiny box of a backyard, the sun biting at his bare shoulders. His head stood tall and erect upon a
thick neck that refused to bob when he moved. Even from twenty yards away,
I could see that his face was cold and mean, cemented into a frown as he
barked orders at his kids. From that distance, it looked like Mr. Flynn didn't
have any eyes. He just had thin black slits that were penciled in above his
cheekbones. The kids showed no emotion when their father barked. They simply stared straight ahead, their faces blank as bathwater, as they continued to
carry chairs, tables, books, toys, and clothes from the truck to their new
home-moving all the while like soldiers marching in cadence.
I knew it wasn't polite to stare at others, but I couldn't stop myself. The
Flynns had four boys and one girl, and one of the boys looked to be my age.
I kept my eyes on him. The boy who caught my attention was a small fry with
chicken-bone legs and stumpy arms . His tiny body made him look younger
than he was, but his face told his true age and then some. Yep, he was a fourth
grader like me. During the move, he carried boxes twice his size, but it didn't
seem to slow him down any. I was most impressed. As I zoomed in on the
back-and-forth activities of my soon-to-be new friend, I lost sight of Mr.
Flynn. But then I heard his voice.
"Wbaddaya lookin' at, ya nosy little shit?" His brogue was thick and definitely Irish. It reminded me of Gramma and Grampa's voices, only not nearly as nice. Mr. Flynn stood with hands on hips, glaring up at me. I slid low
beneath the banister, seeking protection behind the thick, gray slats.
"Stand up and show yerself," Mr. Flynn screeched. I peeked out between
the slats. Mr. Flynn was in the same position, his slits still aimed at me. The
Flynn kids kept on marchin' to and fro without hesitation, their arms full. I
crawled over to the screen door, cracked it open, and slipped inside-into the
kitchen. Gramma and Grampa were there.
"What are ya <loin', for crimminey sakes?" Gramma said. I was still on all
fours. I raised my head. Gramma was standing at the stove, the teakettle in her
right hand, her eyes fixed on me. Grampa sat at the kitchen table, his face hidden behind the Sunday Sun-Times. "What are ya <loin'?" Gramma said again.
"Ah, ah," I stammered, "just playin ' anny?"
"Army, huh?" She wagged her head in disbelief and set the kettle on the
burner. "A likely story if ever there was one." Again she wagged her head.
Grampa set the paper down and gave me a wide, knowing smile-a smile that
said he too had been a boy once. I shot a stupid smile right back at him. He
then grabbed the comics section, snapped it open, and again his face was gone.
I sat on the chair directly across from Grampa, leaned over the tiny, wooden
table, and started reading the comics part that was facing my way. That was
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the last I saw of Mr. Flynn for a while and that was just fine with me, because
whenever I did see him, it never turned out good. I made a note to myself to
avoid him, but his son was another story altogether. I made fast friends with
Michael Flynn. Later, when Michael grew older and the very top of his head
shot up like a pencil tip, he would be anointed with the name "Spike." But the
name changing didn't come until high school. Back then, he was still Michael,
and from the day following the move on, Michael and I spent most every day
together. We played fast pitch at the school yard, Super Ball in the alley, and
we even eyeballed some nudity magazines to expand our growing minds.
There was no getting-to-know-each-other stage. It quickly became so it
seemed we could read each other's thoughts. I knew if something was bothering him and he knew the same with me. There's no real way to explain it.
That's just the truth. But the other truth was that no matter how hard we tried
to avoid old man Flynn, he wasn't about to let that happen.
Michael never formally introduced me to his father. Maybe he was hoping
I just wouldn't notice him. But how could you not notice that man? My first
actual face-to -face with Mr. Flynn came about six weeks after the move.
Michael and I were in his basement playing Ping-Pong. I had to take a squirt,
so I ran up the basement steps towards the bathroom. As I hit the last stair and
turned into the kitchen, my forehead banged smack into Mr. Flynn's chest. My
eyes and ears were even with his heart. I saw no movement. I heard no pounding. I dropped my eyes to the floor.
"What's dis?" Mr. Flynn said. His few words came slow and brought the
smell of gin into the room. I tried to answer but couldn't get my lips to move.
"Who are you?"
My lips finally moved, but nothing much good came out. "I - I- I- I . . . "
"Spit it out, boy," the old man said. I stayed mute. Mr. Flynn shoved a long
finger under my chin and raised my face until my eyes looked directly into his.
Even from that distance, his eyes were still slits, and resting within those slits
were slivers of the blackest pupils I'd ever seen. I was about to piss in my
pants.
"John," Mrs. Flynn barked as she entered the kitchen. She examined us
both and saw the fear scratched across my face. "Leave the boy alone."
"Who's he belong to?"
"He's the Roches' grandson from the apartment," she said, nodding her
bead toward my apartment next door. Mr. Flynn removed his finger and my
chin fell to my chest.
"Aye," Mr. Flynn said, "the nosy one." He then made his way for the
fridge.
"Can I use the bathroom, Mrs. Flynn?"
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Before she could answer, old man Flynn spoke, "Tell ' im to use his own
goddam bathroom. I don 't need his piss on my floor."
"Shush, John," Mrs. Flynn said. She turned to me. "Go have your pee,
Jack. Pay him no mind. Have at the bathroom and pee to your heart's content."
I made it to the bathroom, barely, and shot my yellow stream into the water. I
didn't have time to lift the seat, and even though I didn't get any drips on it, I
wiped it clean with toilet paper when I was done. I had a feeling Mr. Flynn
would enter the bathroom after I left and make a thorough inspection. Once I
flushed I made it safely to the basement. I never used the Flynn bathroom
again. Never.
But that was just the start of it. About six months after the move, bad
things started happening all over the Flynn household. You see, Mrs. Flynn
took a waitressing job. Now I couldn 't blame her for wanting to get away from
the old man, but with her gone, Mr. Flynn was at his worst. Not a single day
passed where one of the kids didn' t catch the buckle end of old man Flynn 's
belt. And whenever I was in the Flynn house, it seemed to inspire the old man
even more.
During one of my visits, I was playing Crazy Eights with Michael and his
little brother, Jimmy. Mr. Flynn was out at the tavern, and Mrs. Flynn was at
work. No one else was home, and Mr. Flynn wasn't due back until late in the
evening. I planned to be long gone and in bed by then. We were at the kitchen
table in the middle of a hand when Mr. Flynn came home early from the tavern. His new dogs, the ones he won in a card game, were with him. They were
both weimaraners. I couldn't say the name of the breed back then if you paid
me, and I can barely say it now. When the old man pushed his whiskey-red
nose into the kitchen, Michael and Jimmy snapped to attention like enlisted
marines at the sight of an officer.
"Where's yer mother?" he slurred. The stink from the comer tavern fell
out of his mouth heavier than his words.
Jimmy and Michael quickly eyed each other. "She 's working, Dad,"
Michael said, shifting his eyes to his father. "She won't be home 'til-"
"I know. I know. I remember now." Old man Flynn quickly ran his eyes
around the room until they rested on my face. He smiled.
"Whaddaya guys playin '?"
"Crazy Eights, Dad," Michael said after he shifted his head back to his
cards. Old man Flynn slid over to Michael, grabbed him by the hairs at the
back of his neck, and pulled up.
"You lookit me when you talk ta me." He shook Michael 's bead from side
to side. Jimmy turned away, aiming his eyes at the floor. The old man leaned
in close to Michael's face. "Got it?" Another burst of tavern stink shot across
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the table.
"Yeah, Dad, I got it." Michael's eyes were fixed on his father. The old man
released his grip. He examined all of our faces again, then reached in and
snatched the cards off the draw pile in the middle of the table.
"Hand 'em over," Mr. Flynn shouted. His left hand was spread wide and
flat in front of us. The palm was bubbled over with thick callouses from years
of hard work. "C'mon. Cough up the rest." We all gave him the cards we held
in our hands. Old man Flynn walked to the sink and tossed the cards atop the
counter. He opened the fridge, pulled out a bottle of Old Style for himself, and
cracked it open.
"Crazy Eights," the old man said as he wagged his head. "Dat's baby
stuff." He took a swig of beer, muttered "baby stuff" again and then laughed
for nearly a minute. I looked at Michael and then at Jimmy. They were both
staring straight ahead, their eyes boring holes into the dull, beige walls . When
the laughter stopped, old man Flynn's face was beet red. "Get up," he
screamed. "Now." Michael and Jimmy jumped to their feet. I wanted out of
that place.
"Whaddaya doin' , Dad?" Michael said.
"What am I doin'? What am I doin '?" The old man laughed and took
another big swig of beer. "What kind of a stupit question is dat?" He raised his
right arm and pointed to the pantry. "You know damn well what I'm doin' ."
He jabbed his index finger again towards the pantry door. "I'm gettin' the
darts. It's dime-game time."
Michael's head snapped my way. "You better get goin', Jack." His words
were suggestive of an order. I didn't know what was going on, but Michael
clearly didn 't want me there. That was just fine with me. I walked for the back
door but stopped when old man Flynn stepped into my path.
"Don't leave, Fahey," Mr. Flynn ordered. He slurped the Old Style again
and then grabbed my right arm. He walked me to the two-seater couch in the
kitchen. The Flynns were the only family I ever saw that had a couch in their
kitchen. "Sit right there, young Mr. Fahey. Sit with Roscoe and Otto." Old
man Flynn never called me by my first name, and he had no desire to start
then. I followed his command, planting myself upon the soiled green couch,
the royal weimaraners serving as my bookends. I glanced at the hounds and
found their faces offensive. Michael said these dogs went everywhere with his
father, but they wanted nothing to do with anyone else in the family. The
hounds smiled in anticipation of the upcoming show.
Michael and Jimmy marched to their bedroom. Mr. Flynn eyed their tracks
as he pranced back and forth in the kitchen like a lioness stalking her kill, his
tongue roamjng across his smiling lips. For the first time, I noticed that every-
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thing about this man was sharp, deadly. His arms were slender and stilettolike, and when he walked those arms moved in a chopping motion. His legs
were bony and long- almost devoid of muscle, and his knees were needles,
seemingly ready to burst through his pants at any moment. Even old man
Flynn's hair was sharp. His gray flattop was home to millions of one-inch-tall
porcupine bristles patiently standing at attention.
The boys came out of their room with belts and pillows. Mr. Flynn spoke
as Michael and Jimmy worked the belts and pillows into some weird kind of
protection device, "You make it once, you get a dime. You make it twice, it's
bonus time, twenty-five cents. You know the rules. Now, line up! " Mr. Flynn
eyed me, that sinful grin still pasted to his face, and as he stared at me, that
grin grew and grew. It was like he was saying, "Watch dis, Fahey. Watch dis.
I'm doing dis 'cause you 're here. Lucky you. " My eyes wandered away and
inspected the pale blankness of the kitchen walls until I found the crucifix
nailed above the rear door, the sole piece of decor in the kitchen. Even the
Savior couldn 't bear to watch the upcoming show. His head dangled to the
right, his eyes stared off into a lonely comer. The boys strapped the pillows
across their backs with the assistance of each other, the belts holding the pillows in place as shields. Their preparation was swift. This was a game in
which they were well practiced.
They walked to their father, stoically, focused on this odd game I knew
nothing about. Mr. Flynn removed a handful of steel-tipped darts from the
pantry. He walked to the center of the kitchen and halted at a foot-long scrap
of electrical tape on the floor. I noticed the tape before. That scrap of tape was
put there shortly after the Flynns moved in. I just never thought to ask what it
was for. Mr. Flynn knelt behind the tape and stared down the shotgun hallway.
The first door on the right was the old man's bedroom, then came a bathroom
on the left, followed by two more bedrooms on the right, and the living room
at the front of the hall. As they marched into their father 's room, Michael's and
Jimmy's freckled legs overflowed with energy. Old man Flynn squatted low,
grasped one dart with his left hand, and held the remainder in his right.
"You first, Jimmy," he commanded, while stroking the darts. "You go
when you're ready." I stiffened on the couch. The dogs sat proud and tall next
to me, enjoying the view from their front-row seats. I fully expected them to
put their paws together and clap. Jimmy sprang from the door. The first tum
out of the bedroom was difficult. He slid a bit, his socks failing to provide sufficient friction on the hardwood floor. Mr. Flynn flung a dart that struck sixyear-old Jimmy in the right thigh. Jimmy screeched as the dart bounced off
him. Mr. Flynn flung another dart but missed high. He cursed himself. Jimmy
ducked into the bathroom. Seconds later, he stormed from the bathroom and
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made his way towards the front room-bypass ing the other rooms along the
way. His father whipped a dart that hit Jimmy in the ass, but Jimmy said nothing as he fell into the front room. Then he turned around and walked slowly
toward his father, tugging the dart out as he moved.
"You goin' again?" Mr. Flynn asked, glaring at his son. Jimmy said nothing. "I asked you a question. Answer it." Jimmy stayed silent. Mr. Flynn
thwacked him across the face. "You goin' again or not?"
"No, Dad."
"I didn't think so." Mr. Flynn wagged his head in disgust. "You're a pussy,
Jimmy," the old man said, "and you're always gonna be a pussy." He tossed
Jimmy's dime on the floor. Jimmy scraped up the dime and then took the stairs
down to the basement. "You're up, Michael," old man Flynn screeched. I
wanted to leave but was cemented with fear to the couch. But then the
unthinkable happened. To my amazement, Michael completed this demented,
homemade obstacle course without a scratch. He worked it beautifully-z igzagging from room to room, dodging the darts as he moved, until he reached
the safety of the front room. Then he gathered the stray darts and brought them
to his father.
"Good aim, Dad," Michael said as he slapped the darts into the old man's
outstretched hand.
Though he fought hard not to show it, Mr. Flynn was fuming. His nose
reddened even more-and I thought that was impossible-a nd his ears transformed into miniature frying pans, ready to cook tiny eggs.
"No pain, no gain, Mr. Big Shot," Mr. Flynn snapped.
"No measly dime for me today, Dad," Michael bragged, "I want the big
dough. I wanna go to the store, so I gotta buy my boy Jackie here a Twinkie
too."
"You don't need to get me a Twinkie," I chirped.
"Shudup, Fahey," Mr. Flynn hissed.
I fell back onto the couch with the smiling dogs, and as I looked at them,
I wanted a handful of darts of my own to erase the smiles from their regal
faces. Michael pranced into his father's room with a gloating stride. He was
enjoying his victory. Mr. Flynn stood up and dropped all of the darts but one
to the floor. The discarded darts lodged in the wood and stood erect, praying
before their master. The old man remained motionless as Michael shot out of
the first room and made it safely to the bathroom. There, he rested a moment.
I knew what Michael was thinking- no more stops. Forget about the other

bedrooms. He was going straight for the front room. Mr. Flynn must have read
his son's mind, too. He smiled at me. Before Michael left the bathroom, Mr.
Flynn worked a motion like a pitcher throwing from the stretch position. He
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lifted his right leg slightly, strode forward , and fired a strike just as Michael
exited the bathroom. The dart hit its target. Michael crumpled to the floor and
struggled like a wounded deer to right himself, his arms and legs flailing away
at the specks of dust hovering in the empty hallway air. He made no sound;
not even a whimper. He regained his balance quickly, though, and then sprinted for the safety of the front room. As he returned, he walked with a limp,
favoring his right leg.
"I can't get it out," Michael said, tugging at the red dart. "I think it's in too
far." When he removed his hand, I saw blood roll down his right leg, playing
connect-the-dots with his freckles as it moved. The dart protruded from his
hip, the one-inch metal point fully buried therein.
"I'll get it for ya," Mr. Flynn said. He yanked out the dart with one swift,
smiling pull. Michael said not a word, but tears of pain rumbled down his silky
cheek. "Ya done good, Michael, real good. Here's your quarter." He slapped a
quarter into Michael's hand. "Now wipe dem damn tears from your eyes. God
knows you ain't no pussy."
We walked down the back-porch steps, and then Michael walked directly
into the alley. Out of sight of his father, he leaned against his garage and slid
down to the cement. He started to huff and puff deeply, and he kept running
both hands through his hair.
"You OK?" I asked.
"Yeah. It hurts some, but I'm OK." Michael took a long, deep breath and
released it. As I watched him, all I could think of was boxing. Michael looked
like a battered boxer, catching his breath on the canvas before rising, knowing
there were many rounds yet to go. His stringy, blond locks covered his blue
eyes. He wiped the blood from his leg with his right hand and ran that band
along his tattered, blue-jean cutoffs. I knew his leg was hurting, but his
insides-his heart and soul-were more damaged. He finally wiped away his
tears. "Just promise me, Jack, promise me that you won't say nothin' to no
one, ever, OK?" I gave Michael my word, and-until now-my word I kept.
But after Michael said that, he started puffing wildly for air, puffing harder
than even before, puffing like he couldn't breathe.
"Did I ever tell ya what happened to Finch?" he asked. Finch was the
name of our pet cat. Michael and I found him one day and kept him hidden in
the Flynn garage for six full months. Mr. Flynn rarely went into that garage,
so we figured it was a safe place. We named that cat Finch after Atticus, Jeb,
and Scout from To Kill A Mockingbird. My grampa read that book to Michael
and me that first summer after Michael moved in, so when we found that catwe knew the exact name we wanted to give it. And we played with Finch
every dam day, until old man Flynn found out about him.
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"No," I said softly, "you never told me." Then I looked directly into his
eyes, "But I know."
"Do ya?"
"Yeah." Michael looked at me and nodded his head. He knew I knew. He
just didn't know how I knew. I knew what happened to Finch when the old
man found him. You see, the day I found Finch missing, Michael lied and told
me that Finch must've run off. But I learned different. Later that same day, I
found Finch lying inside the Flynn garbage can when I was hunting for empty
pop bottles. Even though Finch's eyes were spread wide open, I knew he was
dead the second I saw him. Clumps of dried-up blood were stuck to the fur
around Finch's ears and mouth, and his stomach and chest were swelled up
like a birthday balloon. I closed Finch's eyes that day and left him there in that
garbage can. Four months had passed since then, and I still hadn't said a word
about it to Michael. I guess I was waiting for him to say something to me. And
now, he was.
"You wanna see 'im?" Michael asked.
"What?"
"Finch. You wanna see 'im?" I didn't answer. I just stood above Michael
and eyeballed him. "I still got him."
"What?"
Michael climbed to his feet and pushed open the garage door. I followed
him. He walked to the fridge and cracked open the freezer.
"C'mon and see him." He reached into the freezer and took out a large
folded-up brown paper bag. It looked like something a bunch of steaks or fish
might be stored in. "He got me good that day he found out I'd been keep in'
Finch." Michael reached inside the brown bag and pulled out another foldedup brown bag. "He got my mom too. Beat her all up ' cause she didn 't tell him
I had a cat." Michael pulled off one more layer of brown bag, and there frozen
and beautifully preserved was Finch. The tiger stripes that raced around his
body were glossed over with frost. "He threw Finch back and forth against the
walls of the garage 'til he was dead. 'Til he was dead! " I stared at Finch. A
mound of frosty snow stood atop his head. His mouth was slightly ajar. I could
see pieces of two of his teeth. "The stupid idiot don't know I keep him in
here." He sat on the ground and set Finch on his lap like he did when Finch
was very much alive. "He's got old paintbrushes long frozen up and forgotten
in that freezer. Stupid shit. He don't know what's in there." He ran his left
hand across Finch's back. "And if he ever found 'im, I wouldn't care. I'd laugh
my ass off. I know it'd scare the crap out of him." A rebel 's grin was cemented
to Michael's face, and as the years came and went, that grin never left.
I walked over for a closer look at Finch.
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"Go ahead and pet 'im if you like." I didn't. Michael continued to pet
Finch's frozen body. "I take him out sometimes and talk to 'im, pet 'im." I
stayed quiet, very very quiet. "You sure you don't wanna pet 'im?" I shook my
head in the negative.
"I think we should bury him," I finally said. It seemed a reasonable thing
to do.
"Why?"
"I dunno. I just do."
"That ain't good enough."
I thought fast. "We need to bury him so he can go to heaven. Dead things
need to be buried so they can go."
Michael balled his face up and swung his head from side to side. "My dad
ain't goin' to heaven when he dies."
"I know. But Finch was nothin' but good. He's for sure goin' to heaven.
So let's let him go."
Michael didn't say anything. He tucked Finch neatly back into the layers
of brown bag and placed him back in the freezer. He closed the freezer door
with a bang and glared at me with his father's stare. I shot a mean stare right
back, thinking about the icy cap atop Finch's head and his new paper-bag
home. But I didn't say a word.
There was quite a strong showing at old man Flynn's wake, and I didn't
like that. I wanted no one but the obligatory few to be there. But there were
more than that, and those that were there were clustered into three groups. The
other turkey birds that Mr. Flynn drank with at McGinty's Pub were all there,
pushed off to the right side of the parlor where they whispered and laughed
away with their thick Irish brogues. And seein' how McGinty's was only a
half block away, those turkey birds busied themselves by going to and fro,
from tavern to funeral home throughout the night.
The Flynn family stood on their feet throughout the wake to the left of the
casket, in that line where they greeted all those who came to pay their respects.
Spike and the other Flynn boys looked like they went shopping at the same
store. They all wore charcoal suits with white shirts and solid, navy blue ties
that looked like they were bought wholesale off of some all-boys Catholic
high school that went belly-up in the '60s. Mrs. Flynn and Maureen wore simple black dresses that fell to their ankles. The Flynn aunts and uncles, cousins,
and other relatives took their places in the first few rows of seats, the seats
closest to the casket.
And then there was the rest of us, the friends of the Flynn children-all of
us in our midtwenties to early thirties-huddled near the back of the parlor,
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catching up on each other's business and most of us sharing some story about
old man Flynn 's prickish ways. I shared a few stories of my own before deciding to make that trip to the casket.
Once I dropped onto the velvet kneeler situated in front of Mr. Flynn 's casket, time seemed to stop moving. I stayed there for only a few seconds, pretending I was lost in prayer, but it seemed like hours. The casket was indeed
closed, as Spike said it would be. Atop its roof were a number of framed pictures of Mr. Flynn and others in the family. I'm sure those pictures were old
man Egan's doing. He probably figured they gave off some sense of a good
family man. But they didn 't. Hardly a smile could be found in any of those
photos, and not a one showed Mr. Flynn with an arm draped around the shoulder of one of his kids. And as I looked at those photos, a strong desire to crack
open that casket came flying at me. The casket was closed, and boxed inside
was old man Flynn. But was he really there? I liked the idea of a closed casket at first, the idea of Mr. Flynn being a prisoner. But now I wanted it open. I
wanted proof that he was in there, proof that he was dead, proof that he wasn't
lurking about the streets somewhere- ready to say it was all just a hoax. Just
then, the smell of rose petals invaded my nose, pushing the scent through the
wrinkles in my brain. I twisted my eyes to the left of the casket, and there I
saw the only floral arrangement in the parlor. A number of wilted, longstemmed roses wove their way through a metal frame to form a wreath, and
that wreath rested on a wooden stand. The wreath itself was about eighteen
inches wide, but there were no words on it. None. There was no Gone But Not
Forgotten, stretched in ribbon along the wreath. There was no banner with the
words Loving father and husband, floating inside the guts of the wreath.
Nothing. It was just a simple wreath with dying flowers , something that old
man Egan probably rigged together at the last second when the shock that no
one had sent flowers to the parlor hit him. The wreath was nameless. It said
nothing. It was perfect.
And at night's end, when Father Lalley came to the parlor for the final
blessing, I stayed, but almost all of the others from my group left. As the priest
muttered his words, everyone in the parlor dropped to their knees, stared into
the floor, and muttered back. But not me. I stood in the back of the parlor and
I stared through the sea of drunken turkey birds wobbling like toddlers as they
knelt, their eyes and noses red, a perfect match for the roses that were dying
next to Mr. Flynn 's casket.
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Mama's Boy

Lott Hill

y son Enit was always a good boy. He was strong and sturdy and
normal right up to his eighteenth birthday, but that is when he started to grow. It was the darndest thing I ever saw. He woke up good and normal
that morning, came into the kitchen of our little house, led by his nose to the
bacon and grits I was making special for him, and when I asked him if he felt
any older he shrugged at me and said, "No, Mama, just bigger."
I knew something wasn't right when I saw the way his arn1s was sticking
out of his shirt sleeves like he was wearing a child's flannel shirt, his blue
jeans looked almost like horts, and all his buttons were about to pop right off.
Now Enit had growing spurts all through his young days, but even when he
was a head taller than the other boys at school, I was always able to keep him
in shirt sleeves. I asked him if he somehow shrunk that shirt, and he said, "No,
Mama," while forking down them eggs with one hand and grabbing the bacon
with the other.
It was just me and Enit who lived under my roof, and we didn't have much
other than what we could grow or trade for, and I wanted to tell him to go take
them clothes off before he ruined them, but then I couldn't have my son, on
the day he became a man, sitting around the house naked, so I told him to sit
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right there on the bench at the kitchen table where I could keep an eye on him
while I got my chores done.
I didn 't know if he got stung by a bee and was allergic the way he seemed
to be swelling, but it wasn't in just one spot like a bee sting, but all over growing like nothing I had ever seen. The seams of his shirt started creaking and
then they just popped like somebody had tugged the thread, and his shirt just
hung there on his big shoulders. By ten o'clock, that boy was stooped over
something awful, having grown taller than the ceiling, and I had to shoo him
out into the yard so his head wouldn't poke clear through my good roof. At
the time, I thought a hole in my roof was the worst that could happen besides
how his shirt was getting all ripped up. When he squeezed his body through
the back door and out into the yard, the shirt done come clean off, and his
pants too, and he just held the shreds of those to himself out of modesty. He
always was a little shy. He plopped down in the backyard between the three
tall oak trees that gave the only shade between my house and our one neighbor, Old man Clinky's place across the way. Old man Clinky is even older than
me, but he must have felt the ground tremor when Enit plopped down in the
dirt, because he came out on his porch and cupped his hand over his eyes to
catch a shadow because the sun was that bright. The only other houses around
are about a mile down the road in the direction of town. All three of those
houses have three little boys each that, on any given day, are in my yard
instead of in their own. They always liked Enit because even though he was
older, he always took time to fool with them, teaching them how to whittle or
how to snare a rabbit. Well, before you knew it, those boys were swirling
around Enit like a swarm of gnats, buzzing with their own excitement. They
climbed all over his feet, making him giggle like a child, and gawked up at
Enit 's head which by that time was taller than the roof and taller than the trees
and taller than old man Clinky's grain silo even though he was sitting in the
dirt. They were all motion and questions, "What'd you eat, Enit?" "How big
you gonna get, Enit?" "Pick me up, Enit, pick me up! " And good ol ' Enit kept
his humor and lifted those boys up one at a time in the palm of his hand like
he was some ride at the carnival and all the while being extra careful not to
drop them.
Old man Clinky was still standing out on his porch with his hands on his
hips, and he finally got around to hollering across his yard and mine, "What's
wrong with your boy there, Beulah? Reckon you better call the doctor?"
All those little gnat boys started buzzing about the doctor, and I hollered
back over the noise, "He don't look sick; he just look big." Since Enit never
had a daddy around, I sometimes went to old man Clinky for advice on raising my boy, and I started wondering if I should send for the doctor, knowing
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full well that he would only come if Enit was close to death because we couldn't
pay much more than eggs and harvest promises. Enit never took to old man
Clinky, and was just sitting there, calm as you please, watching us, and I
swear, if you looked close enough, you could see him growing. Old Clinky
didn ' t say anything else but just stood there looking up at Enit like he was
waiting for something to happen. Enit set one of the boys down, looked at me,
and said, "Mama, I'm hungry. "
It's hard enough to keep an eighteen-year-old boy of normal size fed, but
I hadn ' t even thought about how I would feed my boy now that he was bigger
than the house. I told him that I would fix something, and I went inside, letting the screen door slam behind me. We never did have very much to eat in
my old pantry, except at harvest time when we had enough from the garden to
trade for meat and meal. Even in the tightest of times, I somehow managed to
keep my boy 's belly filled with cornbread and what little vegetables I had left
over, but now, I wasn't quite sure how I'd fill his stomach, which had grown
almost as big as the house itself.
I don 't know if some of those boys ran off to spread the word, or if folks
passing on the road in front of the house looked up to catch a glimpse of my
boy's head way up in the sky, but when I came back outside with the biggest
pan I had full of cornbread, there was a crowd gathered around our yard like
Enit was a show at the carnival. When I saw that he had pulled up all three of
the trees from my yard I almost had a fit, but then I noticed that he was using
them to cover up those private parts of him and I almost cried, because he had
no other choice with all those folks hanging around like a bunch of undriven
nails, gawking up at his big naked body, pointing and talking about the arrowshaped birthmark on his stomach like he wasn't even there and couldn't hear
them. Enit stopped playing with the boys and just sat there with his knees bent
like a bridge, both hands holding those trees in place. I hauled that pan of cornbread out onto the porch and he took it with one hand and swallowed it down
in two gulps and gave me the pan back with three fingers. I realized that his
hand wouldn't even fit through the door of a barn and, as big as he was, that
pan of cornbread wouldn't do too much for the poor boy. Old Cl inky was still
on his porch, and more and more people were coming up the road from the
direction of town so I knew that word had spread that far, like it does when
there is a death or a fire. I went back inside to bake up another pan of cornbread and to try and figure out what else I could do to feed my boy.
By noon, it seemed that half the town had come to get a look. Folks in
town never paid us much mind or had ever found a reason to come out and
visit us before. Nobody got too close to Enit or to my house like they were
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afraid they might catch whatever he had and grow up big like that. Enit gulped
down each pan of bread I brought to him, and some of the boys he used to go
to school with drew him some buckets of water from the well. There wasn't
much space left in our yards except for what Enit took up, and I noticed that
old man Clinky was nowhere to be seen. I didn 't know yet what would happen if Enit kept getting bigger or what would happen when he grew too big
for the yard, but it wouldn't be long before I found out.
I hadn 't seen so many people since we ' d gone to that traveling carnival
last summer. People were coming from both directions on the road now.
Families stood side by side, slack jawed, women holding their babies close to
their breasts. Children of all ages ran back and forth around Enit's feet and
under the shadow of his legs in the afternoon sun. Whenever Enit's stomach
would grumble like the sound of thunder, they would stop in their tracks like
old farmers watching the sky for stonn clouds. Old farmers came up from the
fields still holding pitchforks in their hands and hoes slung over their shoulders . Everybody from miles around stopped what they were doing and came
to see poor Enit. He seemed to be bored with it all or maybe he was just too
hungry to care about all those people. I scarcely had time to stand still for baking those huge pans of cornbread and lugging them out to him before they had
even cooled, and I was painfully aware that my sack of meal was more than
half empty by two o'clock and that each one ofEnit's fingers was bigger than
me. Then I noticed Enit smiling and looking into that crowd, and it didn't take
me long to pick out through all those slack jaws the girl with the sweet round
face from the old stone-oven bakery in town. Every time we went to town,
Enit practically begged me to let him go buy the bread while I went to get the
dry goods. Looking at that fresh, sweet girl standing there still in her apron, I
suddenly knew why Enit liked to go to the bakery so much, and for some reason she looked straight at me, her face as sweet as a gingerbread cookie and
seeming to have the same light dusting of powder. She emerged from the
crowd like a vision of some kind of mercy come to take pity on me. That smile
never faded , but I could tell from the worry in her eyes that I must have looked
something bad, and then I felt my knees starting to shake, and she was there
beside me before I had a chance to fall. I glanced back up at Enit as that sweet
girl with skin that smelled like cookies helped me through the door, and he
was looking down on us, his grin bigger than the harvest moon when it first
comes over the horizon.
I hadn't stopped baking since early that morning and had given no thought
to myself or given a second to rest, and my poor old body was ready to give
out. My sweet-faced savior was Talullah, and I could tell she had an eye for
my boy. She was at the ovens when she heard the news of En it's growing spurt
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and had run all the way from town to see if it was true. She put me in my old
rocking chair in the kitchen and set out to mixing up another batch of bread
without a word. She hummed as she worked, and I drifted off while rocking
right there in my chair.
I woke up to the sweet smell of cornbread, and even though the kitchen
was warm with baking, Talullah had covered me up with one of the blankets
I crocheted for Enit's future wife. It reminded me how Enit said he never
wanted to get married or leave his mama, and how I told him that he ' d feel
different when he growed up big into a man. I could tell by the way that bright
sun was coming through the windows that it was earlier than when I had gone
to sleep, and I knew it was the next morning. I flew clear out of my chair with
worry, and then sweet Talullah came through the screen door with that big
empty pan. She gave me a weak smile, and I could tell she was tired from baking all night. She asked me to walk outside with her, and I was expecting to
see even bigger crowds than the day before as I was sure that word had spread
to towns for miles around. I imagined the wagons and carts, families set up in
tents, and vendors selling their goods like they do every chance they get and
anywhere a crowd is to be found.
Talullah stepped out onto the porch before me, and I had to squint because
the sun was so bright like it is after a whole night's snowfall covers the ground
with some big white mirror. The ground was white, but it wasn't snow. Old
man Clinky's house was nowhere to be seen and all the people were gone, and
just for a second, I thought my heart would leap clear out my mouth because
I thought my poor sweet Enit was gone too. But as I stepped off the porch, I
realized that the ground wasn't covered in snow and that it wasn't ground at
all but the soft skin of my only son's stomach. I recognized the arrow-shaped
birthmark, now bigger and longer than me and dark like a patch of mud
against the snow white ground of his skin. I looked at Talullah, but she just
smiled that same smile and said that we were all that was left. She told me how
Enit kept growing all through the night while I slept, and people had to scatter. They went back to their homes, back to town, gathering everything that
they could to get out of the way of my enormous growing son. And when Enit
was so big that the stars were getting in his eyes, he lay down across the land
and everything on it and picked up our little house and the trees from the yard
and the other things he figured we could use for supplies, and he put us, house
and all, right there on his belly where he knew we would be safe. She said,
"That old man who lived across the way told Enit to pick him up too, but Enit
didn't listen."
"Clinky?" I asked.
She nodded, "He hollered at Enit and called him a big dumb mama's boy
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and a whole bunch of other names that I didn't know and I'd be too embarrassed to say."
I imagined old man Clinky, red faced and shaking his fist at Enit like he
did when Enit was ten and had eaten some of Clinky 's prized strawberries
right from the patch. Clinky hollered for days about how they was the biggest
crop he ever had, how big and red they were, how they were going to win him
first prize at the agricultural fair that year. Those strawberries were bigger and
redder than apples, and Enit, still sticky with that red juice all over his face,
agreed that they were the biggest and reddest and sweetest he ' d ever seen, and
that's why he ate them. Clinky just got madder and louder and called Enit all
sorts of names that a boy shouldn't hear, and I was sure that during the night
he'd done the same thing, but this time, he was shaking his fist up instead of
down, because Enit was the big one now.
As far as we could tell, we were all that was left in the world, and I wondered what happened to everyone else. We could no longer see my boy's sweet
face, but every time Talullah would haul out another pan of bread, Enit's hand
would come down and take it, she said, like the hand of God, and before you
could go in the house, his hand would be back with the empty pan. It was like
Enit was the world, and we were the only people left on it.
Talullah and I worked out a routine of baking and resting, and for a while
it seemed that as much as we could bake, Enit could eat. We picked from the
comers of that cornbread to keep us fed, but when you ' re baking, you hardly
ever get hungry. Talullah began to pick up on the songs that I hum or sing
when I bake, and she began to add in those of her own that she had learned
from her mama and her aunts. Sometimes I sensed that she was wistful for her
family, but ifl ever asked her about such things, she would just shrug and ask
me what Enit was like as a boy. What could I tell her? Enit was just your normal boy, never had on shoes, never stayed under a roof for too long. But
answers like that didn't satisfy her, and she would patiently ask me again and
again until I would remember some story about how when Enit was a kid, he
wouldn't wash himself because he was afraid that he might shrink and how he
wouldn't eat pumpkin seeds because he was scared that pumpkins would be
growing in his belly. We would laugh about it for a while, and then we would
both get quiet thinking about how things were now, and then she would ask
me gently what kind of man I thought Enit would be, and I would have to hold
back from crying because I knew he would be such a good man. Ever since he

was born, it's just been Enit and me, and he's done his best to do the man 's
work in taking care of his old mother and this old house. Whenever I told him
that one day, he'd grow up big and find a wife and settle down to have a fam-
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ily, he would just shake his head and say, "No, Mama, I'm not ever leaving
you. I'm gonna stay right here and take care of you forever." When I told
Talullah that, it seemed to set something in her face. She didn't say anything,
but it seemed to me that she had made a decision.
One day, Talullah came back inside the house without that sweet smile on
her face. I went out onto the front porch and saw at once that big pan sitting
there with the cornbread still in it. We looked at each other, both wondering
what it could mean, but in our silence we could feel the steady rise and fall of
Enit's breath beneath our house. Her smile almost came back, but neither of
us knew why Enit wouldn't eat. We let the pan sit there for two whole days
before we carried it back inside and tried baking a sweet bread, wondering if
maybe Enit just got tired of eating that cornbread, but no matter what we tried,
he just wouldn't eat. At night, the house would tremble and shake, and at first
we thought that it was from the grumbling of Enit's hollow stomach, but as a
mother always knows the meaning of her baby's wail, I realized that Enit was
quietly crying. By that time, Enit's body stretched as far as we could see in
every direction. According to the rising and setting of the sun, east was still
east and west was still west, and judging from the rising slope of Enit's stomach toward the south, we figured his head was to the north . Since Enit had
stopped eating, poor sweet Talullah stopped smiling and, without the baking
to do, we both stopped singing and humming. We both just sat in the house all
day listening to the steady breath under our feet. At night we would lie awake
and listen to his quiet crying.
We didn 't know what to do, and one day, with a sad inutation of that sweet
smile, Talullah set out to the north with as much of that com bread as she could
carry in a bag over her shoulder. I was more lonely than ever. In more than
eighteen years I had not been alone in that house, and I felt the same kind of
lonely that made Enit cry at night. In my effort to keep myself occupied, I
came to realize that our supplies were getting low, and Talullah must have
been rearranging the cupboard to make it look full so I wouldn 't get worried,
and I knew that even if she could get Enit to eat, we wouldn 't be able to keep
him fed for long. I had to do something, and the only solution seemed to be
the sack of seeds I kept for the garden. I took out my old crooked plow and
that sack of seeds and went out, trying to think of the soft skin beneath my feet
as ground, and not as my son.
The first time I drove the moldboard of my old plow into the pale skin of
my boy 's stomach, he knocked me clear off my feet. I guess the plow must
have hurt him something bad for him to smack his mother like that, but I didn't
have much choice, seeing as he had grown bigger than the world itself, and his
stomach was the closest thing to land that I had to grow on. When I plowed
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that first time, his skin was as soft as the spring dirt after the first thaw, and it
didn 't so much bleed but rather bubbled up a thick red grittiness like what you
get on a fresh scab, but it must have stung like I was a bee with a stinger,
because the next thing I knew, the five-fingered shadow of his hand swooped
down on me as big as a house, and I went sailing through the air clear down
to the wide crater of his belly button. I shook my head to get the dizzy out, and
realized where I was, deep inside that place where we were once attached,
where the midwife cut with a razor and made such a tight knot that it sunk in
instead of sticking out like most everybody else around. For a minute, I had
that desperate feeling like I was at the bottom of a well, and then I realized I
could pull myself out of that deep hole by the hairs that curled around the rim
like thick black ropes. I caught hold of one of them hairs with both hands and,
being careful not to yank it loose, I hoisted myself up and out. It was not easy
for an old woman like me, but I finally made it out of his deep navel. I brushed
the wrinkles from my long brown skirt with both hands, collecting my
thoughts, but then I was so mad, I couldn't help myself. I cupped both hands
loose around my mouth like I aimed to catch the words, and I hollered at the
top of my lungs through the megaphone of my fingers toward the direction I
guessed his head was in. "You, Enit! What you doin' knockin' your old mother off her feet? Don 't you have a bit of sense, boy? Don't you know it's me
down here? You put me here with your own hand." The rise and fall of his
breath was like the slow rocking of a boat under my feet, and I was so mad I
almost lost my balance into the hollow of his navel again, and I realized that
if it'd rained lately, it would have been a lake instead of a dry crater, and I was
born before they went to teaching a body how to swim.
From where I stood, his big stomach curved down like I was on top of
some big mountain, and I could almost touch the clouds because they were
hanging that low. In the valley toward the direction of his head, a low thick
fog hung, and I couldn't see anything. Again I hollered, "You, Enit, you hear
me, boy? How you expect me to eat if I can't grow nothing? Unless you got
any bright ideas, I'm gonna have to grow a garden. It might hurt a bit, but your
mama needs to eat." Hunger had hollowed out my belly, and it agreed with a
grumble. And when I didn 't hear nothing other than the steady rise and fall of
his breath through his belly, I stomped my foot real hard three times. "You,
Enit, you hear your poor old mother?"
Then his voice was deep and loud, coming from under my feet, on the
inside of him, and from the outside too from the direction that I had guessed
his head to be. It sounded almost like the voice of God. "Sorry, Mama."
It took me a few days to make it from his navel and across his vast stom-
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ach back to our little house. When I stepped up onto the porch, weary from
traveling, Talullah opened the door with that sweet smile on her face once
again. I was hungry and tired, and she fed me and asked me all sorts of questions about how far I had been and what it was like down there. When she
came back from the north, she had seen the plow and the row-like scar I had
tried to plant, and she had finished the job in my absence, now that Enit knew
better than to knock someone off her feet for trying to plow. The rows she had
planted were already starting to sprout and it promised to be a full crop. She
was also back to baking, and we resumed our normal schedule of baking and
hauling the pans of bread out for my boy to eat. She wouldn't tell me what
happened on her journey north or what she did to get Enit eating again, but she
had to set out once more to the south. There are certain things that a mother
knows not to ask, so I didn't, and I watched her leave with a small sack of food
over her shoulder and the pure skin of her neck almost as white as my boy 's.
With the baking and the garden growing as fast as it did, I didn 't have time
to be lonely. Days and nights passed like minutes, and before I noticed, another month had passed. The days started getting shorter, and I was surprised
when Talullah finally did come back through that door, her skin pink and
healthy and glowing, and that smile sweeter than ever. I gave her time to rest,
and then we set into our regular routine again of baking for Enit like there was
nothing else in the world that we were ever meant to do.
A few more months have passed and Talullah is always bumming ever so
sweetly, the spitting image of me when Enit was in my belly. Our oven is
always fired and keeping the cold outside, and the smell of baking bread is the
only air we know. Our garden is plentiful and a few trees have come up in the
backyard; their branches now have dropped their leaves. We are well stocked
for winter if it decides to come here on the stomach of my son, and I know that
if it does, the house will be warm, there will be plenty to eat, and by the time
the snow melts away, that baby Talullah is always humming to will be ready
to come out of her swollen stomach.
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Versus, the PA: A
Soundstage 14-C
Production
1

Gerardo Herrera

1. Re: The Crushing Futility of 21st-Century Los Angeles

am old. Fuck, am I old. Not really old in the physical sense, being just a
hair's edge away from the big, scary three-oh, but like mentally old: cynical and nihilistic, shell shocked and bitter, my mind permeated by- engulfed
in- la-la land despair. The kind of despair that's only 100 percent obtainable by
breathing in smog for three hours a day on the SoCal Highway System while
taking all manner of cell-phone shit from some fucking pill of a producer who
only got where she is because she wrapped her legs around an alligator-skinned
junior exec after a dinner at Spago 's and who 's screaming at you at 5 :46 in the
ayem that you don't need the dolly every day, that it's expensive, that you're
fourteen days behind schedule, four mil over budget, and no-way-in-hell can
you pull off a twenty-minute tracking shot because audiences today want the fast
cuts, the fast action---didn 't you see Armageddon 2: Fire Storm?- and don't
give a shit if you're embroiled in a Steadicam pissing contest with Martin
Scorsese and Paul Thomas Anderson over who can pull off the most dazzling,
most heart-stopping, full-mag, tracking shot in film history.

l

1A tragedy ori ginally in ten parts, excerpted here to fi ve.
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The type of despair you get by snorting bad blow on yesterday's Variety--"Coppola Ankled From Pol Pot Biopic After Crew Nixed In Monsoon" sssssnooooooort- at low-rent pool parties in the Valley while listening to some
poor, drug-addled, anorexic twenty-something give you the play-by-play on
her latest depressing humiliation at the hands of some casting director for a
shitty ABC sitcom that won't last two weeks in prime time.
The type of despair you get by sitting at early-afternoon pitch meetings
with a furious hangover and watching white men in Armani look at you with
an absolutely flawless combination of apathy and contempt and telling you
that your characters aren't likable enough for their tastes, aren't sympathetic
enough- and this just screams for a bullshit detector, being as how executives,
as a phylum, are the most unlikable, most unsympathetic group in the celluloid food chain-and that there 's absolutely zero chance of their giving you
seventy-five million dollars to make a three-hour-and-forty-five-minute
movie about dysfunctional tennis players and raging alcoholics that's an adaptation of a twelve-hundred-page novel that basically came with a neon green
tag with rotating lights that said: UNFILMABLE.
The type of despair you get by shooting for sixteen-hour days for eight
months straight and being so fucking tired that when you sleep, you just dream
of more sleep.
But youknowwhat, fuck all that, because This. lsn 't About. the perpetualmotion machine that is my self-loathing; this is about production assistantsPAs-those poor, doomed wretches on whose collective back this whole godforsaken operation lurches forward , those wayward souls with tainted dreams
who drift through their twenties and thirties in a caffeinated daze with gaffer
tape looped through their utility belts, fixing lights with calloused hands, passing out the day's Xeroxed shooting schedule through Visined eyes, watching
the days and the nights morph together like a shroud, driving across town to
get coffee for the crew while simultaneously praying for a quick and painless
death until-devastated and disillusioned but wiser-they take the 11: 14 train
out of L.A. to accept a job at Daddy 's hardware store to live out the rest of their
lives in quiet desperation. Either that or until they blow their fucking brains
out in a Best Western somewhere in West Hollywood.
Boom. Cut to black. Credits.
See, I could tell you stories about PAs that'd make you get down and weep
like a woman at a domestic-abuse shelter-stories about car accidents and
mutant strains of hepatitis; stories about earthquakes and homicidal exboyfriends with codependency issues; stories about starvation and faceless
killers driving Toyota Celicas; stories that begin in Hollywood bus terminals
and end in orange-grove irrigation ditches. I always thought these were pretty
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fucked up. I always thought these were the hugest PA sob stories I'd ever
heard, the dregs of human grief and self-delusion, the reigning kings of L.A.
pathos and misery ... until, that is, I met Versus-Versus! His mother named
her son Versus-the PA with the saddest character arc of them all. Versus- an
enigma wrapped in a jigsaw puzzle. I've asked around, tried to dig up any
information on him. Hired private investigators, dug through public records,
scoured the networks-nothing. What I do know is what my own dumbstruck
eyes saw of him. And I don't get dumbstruck very easy, believe you me. I've
seen just about everything there is. I once saw a semi careen off an overpass
and kill a busful of retarded first graders-wasn't dumbfounded, just kind of
mildly astonished. I saw my beloved mother killed by lightning on a near
cloudless day during an outdoor, all-female production of G!engarry Glen
Ross, right as she was delivering the coffee-is-for-closers-only monologue. I
was aghast in a lukewarm sort of way, but nowhere near dumbstruck.
No, no. I don't like the cut there. I don't care if it doesn't match, dips hit, I don't
give a fuck. Do I look like I give a fuck? Honestly.
OK, a little history, a little backstory before I continue. See, I'm a film

director, been a film director ever since I stole my daddy's Super-8 camera to
make a ten-hour epic about a dead pigeon lying on a Kmart circular that I
found behind the store. 2
I'm twenty-eight, I'm on untold numbers of antidepressants, I'm hooked
on codeine and morphine pills. I live fast, I drive fast, I plan to die before I'm
thirty-five. Basically, your average disconnected Los Angeleno, drifting
though my calamitous life in a toxic green haze. The only difference is- and
please, I implore you not to take this as a sign of egoholicism-I am a genius?
I won the Palme D'Or at twenty-three for my postmodern, four-hour adaptation of The Sound and the Fury that was told backwards-meaning the first
scene was actually the ending and the last scene consisted of the opening
shot- and was set in suburban New Jersey instead of the rural south. The
characters were basically the same: Quentin was still insane, Benjy was still a
retard, Jason was still a greedy prick, and Dilsey was still the glue that held
the crazy fucks together, only I made them all ragingly dysfunctional suburbanites
2Se/f-Portrait ( 1987) color/sound/617 min.- Ten-hour film consisting of several
static
shots o f a dead pigeon taken from various angles. The first mo vement ofGorecki's Symphony No. 3

played on a loop erves as the soundtrack. Available through special order from Facets Multimedia.
3 Has been called a genius in a number of prominent publications, including- but not limited to--Filmmaker Magazine, Nell' York Tim es, Chicago Tribun e, Entertainm ent Weekly, Film
Co111me11ta1y, and Sight and Sound.
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who slept with their sisters and drowned in swimming pools. Sure, I caught a little hell from the Faulkner purists- basically every English Lit teacher in
America-b ut really, who gives a fuck about English Lit teachers? OK, and so
like I get the Palme D'Or and all of a sudden I'm the FOTM4, getting offered
three-picture deals left and right by every studio on the planet, landing the
cover stories of both Premiere and Rolling Stone- both of which toned down
the cocaine redness of my schnoz with Photoshop, bless them-and being
called by Roger Ebert-and I fucking quote-" ... possibly the most exciting
new talent since Orson Welles himself."
A couple of films later5 and there I was with a 275-page script-an adaptation of David Foster Wallace's Infinite Jest- exactly ten weeks into shooting with no end in sight. I had to take ten milligrams of Xanax every fucking
day just so I wouldn't have a nervous breakdown right there on my own set.
I'm still editing it. I can't make heads or tails out of most of the footage, and
I think I'm going in-fucking-sane.
But I digress.

Lets run the scene backwards. Put the last shot in the beginning and the first
shot at the end and see how it runs.
Yeah, so that it like begins ... so that it begins with Hal finding his fathers
microwaved head all over thefi1cking kitchen and starts with the tracking shot
following to the headmaster s house.
2. The Beginning of a Typical Day/Introduction to PAs #1, 2, and 3
OK, so this was like approximately sixty-eight days into principal photography. I wake up-briefly consider sleeping in, abandoning the project, and
moving back to Detroit-an d field some calls: verify the day's shooting schedule (all indoor scenes with insanely complex camera rigs); bullshit a few terrified suits that I still have the film under control; and attempt to convince my
estranged spouse, who has gone back to live with her mother, that I was not
sleeping with her sister and that I did not mean it when I called her a suicidal
4 FJavor of the Month
5Convy (2004) color/sound/145 min.- Extremely stylized biopic about the li fe and tragic death of Bert Convy, host of Super Password, told from the point of view of the brain tumor that
killed him, and Challenger (2006) color/sound/32 6 min.- lnsanely ambitious look at Reagan-era
America told through dozens of vignettes tied together by the Challenger disaster. Released in two
parts. Possibly the most critically acclaimed film ever made. Total box-office disaster responsible
for the bankruptcy of 20th Century Fox.
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bitch goddess with an inferiority complex. And I did all this in the shower,
with my waterproof phone. Get out of the shower, pour my medication- some
Prozac, some of my wife 's Zoloft, the Lithium dust on the bottom of the bottle, and some Tylenol, for my headache- into the blender along with some
milk, some vanilla ice cream, and three eggs, and just pour it into my mouth
on the way out the door and throw the pitcher on my dead lawn, the lawn my
neighbors bitch to City Hall about so much.

I don 't give a fu ck what they taught you, y ou Latvian piece of shit. You cut it
the way I tell you to cut it or I'll get someone else who can.
This was December 25 , 2008. Ninety-three degrees and rising. Gray and
overcast, drizzling out of a low sky. Broken icicle lights draped over gas-station shrubbery. Empty Safeway parking lots. A billboard looming over a dawn
expressway hawking vaccines for spinal meningitis. Christmas in Los
Angeles, there and not there at the same time. So I arrive on the lot like ten
minutes before four ayem and it's mostly deserted except for soundstage 14C, where all of the interiors for my movie Infinite Jest are being photographed,
and soundstages B and D, which are green-screen soundstages being used for
some kind of feminist sci-fi epic being shot by Jane Campion. Women in crew
cuts and space suits with prop laser bazookas loiter outside both buildings
smoking clove cigarettes and drinking tea. I wave. One of them gives me the
finger. Fucking crazy dyke, don't you know that I could have you killed? I
could. I know people. So anyway, I park in front of 14-C, taking up three
spaces in my combination electric/gas jet black Mercedes wagon and do my
usual preshoot strut to the soundstage. My preshoot strut is an exact replica of
the walk John Travolta does at the end of Staying Alive when his girlfriend
asks him what he's going to do with the rest of his life and he says, "I'm gonna
strut." And he struts down the street like a genuine badass. It's like that, only
a little cooler. And as I'm walking in and the bell rings and the loudspeaker
announces DIRECTOR ON THE SET and there are a million things going on at
once- the DP is programming the motion control on the camera so it doesn 't
take one of the actor's heads off during filming, the actors are all in different
comers of the different sets talking to themselves, psyching themselves up
with scripts in their hands, getting ready for today's scenes, which are full of
dysfunction and repressed anger and incest and all the stuff of truly great
American drama; the ADs and the assistants to the ADs and the assistants to
the assistants to the ADs are all stomping around yelling at people three feet
away from them with bullhorns, the electric squawk of their midwestern
accents filling the cavernous space with confusion and authority-and as I'm
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scratching my head, wondering who the fuck to talk to first, who do I see but
my favorite little man, Murnau, standing there looking at me, combing his
gravity-defying haircut and saying something into his tape recorder about the
possibility of doing synchronized sound if somehow the space/time continuum were thrown out of whack.
Murnau-nobody knows the little fucker's last name, including himselfis ten years old, has a photographic memory with regards to film, and, best of
all, he totally idolizes me. By his own admission, he 's seen Th e Sound and the
Fury, Convy, and Challenger a combined total of 1,290 times and written several insightful essays about them for a number of obscure French film journals. I met him during the last week of Challenger reshoots- we were
reshooting the scene where Sharon Christa McAuliffe gets decapitated during
the water impact, because one of her silicon eyeballs came loose from the
prosthetic head and got stuck to the lens. He was hanging around the set and
suddenly, right in the middle of a take, he came over and knelt down in front
of me and declared bis allegiance to me, forever and ever, with that singsong
French accent of his. Normally, I'd have anyone thrown off the set by security,
but I was so taken aback by his odd appearance: he 's very short, even for his
age, and looks like a cartoon character on methamphetamines- huge, saucerlike eyes with a long, thin head, and an orange cowlick that curves above and
over bis skull and which stands at a full- no lie-two-and-a-half-feet. So I
made him my personal assistant, my mascot, my sidekick. Quite possibly the
only ten-year-old I know who visits a prostate specialist and subsists solely on
a diet of pitch black coffee, nicotine gum, and discontinued breakfast cereal.
He clicks off bis tape recorder-which is a huge vacuum-tube deal that
looks to be circa the Carter administration- and blinks at me, tapping a
nonexistent watch on his left wrist.
"I had an episode of REM last night," he says.
"Uh-huh," I reply, striding through the set, establishing the power structure for the day by acknowledging people with my eyes. Murnau bounces
alongside, handing me my clipboard with the latest version of the screenplay
and a glass of tequila to wash down my Xanax with.
"I dreamt that 1- howyousay- teleported into a wall. That l violated temporal space and brought the universe to a dead halt like a- howyousaywatch without any gears and suddenly, without a warning, I'm surrounded by
black-skinned people lying on plastic chairs listening to a man with a booming voice say something about red-zone parking."
Murnau was always having dreams about teleporting into walls and being
lost in third-world airport terminals while chained to a clothes hamper full of
semen-stained cardigan sweaters. I once took mercy on him and brought him
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along to my psychiatrist, a freakishly tall, gaunt woman who said the dreams
were a manifestation of very minute radiation poisoning and slightly overwide
synapses. Plus some unresolved parental issues stemming from a vague incident where apparently his parents abandoned him at LAX and he spent three
entire months living in a handicapped stall, entertaining himself with LAX's
ridiculously high-tech toilets.
"That's the same fucking dream you have every night, Mumau. Stop
importing Quisp from Calvert Cliffs 6 before you get a tumor."
Just then the business end of a Panavision 65 mm camera attached to a
robotic arm smashed into a stand-in's rib cage.

Radul, don't cry. Don't c,y. I didn't mean to call you a Latvian piece of shit.
Stop crying and use the second take . .. the third take, then ... the fourth.
Mothe,fucker! I seriously think the Steadicam operator has a drinking problem. We'll have to use it like that. Fuck . .. Oh well, I'm sure some genius will
find some deep symbolic value in the way the camera pitches forward when
that alcoholic motherfucker trips on the step. Its a movie about alcoholism,
no?
"Where the fuck is Emsi?" I ask Mumau, gripping my chest, waiting for
the tequila to stop burning, and watching the extra flail around on the floor and
gasp for her heart medication. Murnau stops, spinning around on his instep
and pointing at a woman with her hand down the cinematographer's pants.
Quick swish pan and FREEZE FRAME:
A dead ringer for a sullen, bitter version of Lisa Loeb in a tight pink dress
and blinking LED barrettes committing a public-access sexual act on Morricone
von Stark-the acclaimed twenty-first-century master of the filmed image, a cinematographer so revered that when other cinematographers mention his name,
they bow their heads and lower their voices to a whisper. Emsi Pool is PA #2;
recent graduate from the elite Cinematography/Digital Motion Imaging program at USC and lead singer for Don Delillo Ate My Pussy On a Sunday
Morning As a Television Test Pattern Beeped In The Background 7, an obscure
all-female trip-hop garage band whose videos 8 have been banned throughout
6 Site of horrific 2003 nuclear meltdown that killed thousands is also the home of Marco 's
Deli , the only grocery store in North America still stocking Quisp cereal.
7 All four of their rabid fans call them DAMP.
8DAMP videography:
Trounce Up (May 2007) D: Emsi Pool color/4 min. First video from self-titled debut album consists
ofa single, uncut shot ofa crack-addicted underweight newborn in an incubator choking on its own
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the Bible Belt. Emsi isn't really a PA in the technical sense-I mean, I wouldn't
dare send her out for coffee or make her help the dolly grip lay track- but she
kind of serves as a buffer zone between me and von Stark, who hates my fucking guts and has considered me persona non grata ever since I hung him on an
upside-down dolly track to film Bert Convy's tumultuous death scene in
Convy, and he retched all over the actors, and the set smelled like half-digested raspberry scones all day. She's sleeping with the damaged Russian fuck, so
she's on better terms with him than I am. Unbeknownst to him, she doesn't
like him much, either, and is basically fucking him for information-i.e.,
when they're lying there, all postcoital-and the less detail about this the better, considering he's almost eighty-she'll tum over to him and ask him how
he lit scene X in movie Y or about what film stock he uses to get certain
effects. He's a European asshole with the eye of God-goddamn right- best
cinematographer I've ever seen, the only cinematographer I'll work with. The
man manipulates light the way Amadeus Mozart manipulated sound- just
don't tell him I said this or the prick will walk all over me. Emsi couldn't have
picked a better cinematic sugar daddy. If she keeps fucking him and asking
him questions, I'll have someone to replace him when he has a stroke behind
the steering wheel and careens off Mulholland in a few years.
She walks over to me and Mumau, her blinking hair accessories making
her forehead strobe with red light.
"Merry Christmas, you two ... Morricone says he needs fifteen minutes
to finish the motion control on the cameras."
There is a pause. I look at Emsi. Emsi looks at me. Mumau smiles from
ear to ear.
"Oh, he is so cute," Emsi squeals, giving Mumau a gift-wrapped box from
her book bag. He opens it and leaps with spastic glee-a box of Quisp, the little propeller-headed alien looks almost exactly like him, I notice with a shudder.
"What, no present for me? I got you this," I say, giving her a ball of
wadded-up hundreds.
"How thoughtful. Here."
She reaches into her bag and pulls out a Fisher-Price Pixelvision camera,
which I've wanted for-fucking-ever.
vomit and dying horribly as two RNs sit in the background, not paying attention, having a conversation
about leave-in conditioner.
Nyodene D (Oct. 2007) D: Emsi Pool color/7 min. Breezy up-tempo song juxtaposed with narrative
video involving a family in a station wagon fleeing a toxic cloud as they lip-synch the lyrics in unison.
Ends with them engulfed in toxic cloud and dying horribly.
Cancer in August (Dec. 2007) D: Emsi Pool color/5 min. Extremely controversial video, their biggest
hit to date. Features camcorder footage of a happy family bringing their cancer-stricken daughter home
from the hospital when her cancer goes into remission. When they get to their
house--which is decorated with baUoons and streamers in celebration- a masked intruder opens fire
and they are all brutally killed.
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"Thanks, Ems." Morricone looks over from his eyepiece and holds up
three fingers to Ems.
"He's going to need thirty minutes now," Emsi says.
"Un-fucking-believable. I'm over budget and twelve days behind schedule, and that Eurotrash motherfucker wants thirty more minutes? It's almost
six ayem. We were supposed to start shooting at 5:30. And stop giving Murnau
Quisp, you'll give him a tumor. Then I'll have to find another assistant."
Emsi shrugs and pats Murnau on the head, who is saying something into
his tape recorder about a movie idea he has: a film about an imprisoned school
nun who has hot lesbian sex with her cellmate, an epileptic NASCAR driver
who ran over her pit crew when she found out they were all sleeping with her
husband, who, ironically, manufactured strobe lights .
Radul, this is what happens when you 're too fucking wasted to bother yourself
with looking at the dailies, I swear.
So like I'm fucking this bitch, Radul, right? Yeah, that cut is nice, OK. So I'm
fuclcing this bitch and, like, as I'm fucking her, her boyfriend is leaving death
threats in Lebanese on my machine, and I can hear them as we 're crawling all
over each other with all manner of tempestuous passion and all that right
there. I don 't know Lebanese, but I could tell he was making up all of those
scenarios about what he'd do to me if he ever found me.

Now my third PA, my errand boy, is at this point getting predawn coffee
for various crew members on his dented Honda moped. He keeps getting hit
by cars, but he never quits. His name is Jorgen. Jorgen used to be a child star.
He was an actor for a Swedish sitcom that was basically a carbon copy of Full
House with twin boys instead of twin girls. Jorgen and his brother Magnus
played the twins, grew up, moved to LA in search of fame and fortune after
the sitcom was cancelled and no one in the Swedish sitcom industry would
give them the time of day. Eventually both brothers fell in love with the same
woman, an unemployed, heroin-addicted, soft-core pornography actress they
met at an audition for a made-for-cable, disease-of-the-week movie about a little girl's bout with brain parasites. Things got out of hand because (a) this
woman loved Jorgen but not his brother, and (b) his brother was a homicidal
maniac who had been in and out of Swedish juvenile institutions since the sitcom was cancelled. So when Jorgen and this woman- who was by then going
into withdrawal and periodically interrupted the ceremony with agonized
moaning-were at the altar, the homicidal brother stopped the wedding, carrying a test tube full of battery acid and a shotgun, and threw the battery acid
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on Jorgen's face-disfiguring him permanently- and then fatally shot the
woman and then himself. The wedding photographer was so shocked that he
pressed the button by accident and preserved the horrifying moment for posterity: Jorgen with his hands to his face, in agony, standing over his wife; his
brother still standing, gray matter expanding from what's left of his head.
Jorgen still carries the 8xl O of the occasion to remind himself of the general awfulness of Los Angeles, a head shot in more ways than one. Not being
able to get work, on account of a face that now resembled an overdone vegetarian omelet, Jorgen started PAing for me on the condition that he wear a gas
mask. Since his presence tends to make the other cast and crew uncomfortable, I usually keep him away from the set running various errands: getting
film canisters to Deluxe, washing my collection of black Mercedes wagons,
spying on women I'm currently infatuated with- shit like that.
See, isn't that beautiful? Th e way the scene just flows ? The way it plays itself
like a mandolin ? That's why you 're my editor, Radul. You fucking understand.
I still have the calls on tape. I play them in the background every time we fuck.
Real turn-on, the threat of unspeakable violence. You betcha.
3. A Brief, Rare, Phone Conversation with Morricone von Stark,
Acclaimed Russian Cinematographer and Ten-Time Winner of the Kodak
Professional Motion-Imaging Award for Special Achievements in MotionPicture Photography

"Fuck. OK, this is what we're going to use: a motorized Akela crane with
a diffusion filter attached instead of a camera. That' ll work."
"Space too narrow! Won 't fit! Won 't fit! Your ideas . .. they are useless to
me! I photograph for Godard, for Malick, for Tarkovsky, the greats! This is
what I need: a single person to run with the silk and bracing device. Only way
to get light I want. Opening shot! Twenty-minute tracking shot must be perfect, light must be perfect! I have reputation! "
"With the diffusion filter the brace will weigh close to three hundred
pounds, though. The silk is as huge as a goddamned sail! Even if someone
were able to carry it and keep up with the motorized dolly for twenty minutes-which I'm saying right now is an im-fucking-possibility- the wind
would knock them on their asses! "
"Absolute necessity! You find someone or I won't photograph, get it? I
walk. I go shoot something else. You find someone else to photograph the picture. A picture that make no sense about tennis and Canadian terrorism."
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"I'm fucked. I am so fucked, von Stark. What difference does it make
whether you have a diffusion filter or-"
"Stock I'm using won't look good in the weather conditions we'll be
shooting under, direct sunlight! Diffusion filter absolute necessity!"
"Do you have any idea about the pressure I'm under? And now-"
"End of conversation."
"No, of course you don't."

4. Help Wanted
HELP WANTED: Production Assistant - _ _ _ 's
Production of Infinite Jest seeking individual who can
lift and run with a ten-by-forty-foot silk diffusion
filter at a steady velocity of 20 MPH. Auditions will
be held on the _ _ _ studio lot on December 28
at 6:30 a.m. Sharp! For further information, please
connect to 128.24.291 with your PDA device. No
phone calls, please. EOE

5. A Breathless Description of Infinite Jest's Twenty-Minute Opening Shot
That I Dreamed Up While on Noxious Amounts of Coke
FADE UP:

It starts way up above the clouds, a shot of a pack of drifting cumuli. Then it
drifts down so that you get a symmetrical overhead shot of a tennis court and
two people playing an intense singles game. Hal Incandenza, the film's
teenaged protagonist, versus the black-clad John Wayne, pretty much the best
tennis player at the Enfield Tennis Academy (ETA), the racquet
camp/advanced high school where JJ mostly takes place. Then, moving more
quickly, the view drifts down until it's right in the thick of things, right in the
middle of the game, right in the middle of the grunts and the squeaks of the
rubber soles and the cascading sweat. Then, right as Hal's serve is at a climax,
the FPS on the camera switches to seventy-two frames per (slo-mo) and then
dollies into the tennis ball right at the millisecond Hal hits it and then slows
down to five hundred frames per (mega-slo-mo ), so slow that you can see the
racquet kick up an atomic cloud of green dust when it impacts. And then, in
the middle of a point that just doesn't want to end-back and forth, back and
forth and back and forth and back and forth, et cetera, for a good four min-

utes-we slowly dolly back, revealing Mario Incandenza, Hal's mildly retarded older brother, who kind of serves as the film's comic relief/Greek chorus,
filming the match with an insanely complex digital Bolex that's attached to
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him with a robotic harness that kind of looks like a futuristic Steadicam brace.
So we watch him film the match for a rrunute or so, and he wanders off, going
through some of ETA's labryinthian corridors, making up narration and interviewing students who are making their way back to their rooms after showering. And then, so like he finally makes his way to his mother's office, one
Avril lncandenza, basically the Incandenza matriarch and head motherfucker
in charge at ETA, and they have this long conversation about sadness, and
then-here's the kicker-the camera drifts over them and out the second-story
window-eat that shit, Scorsese-where it cranes down to a very hyper group
of younger ETA students, all of them between seven and ten, armed with sticks
and flashlights who then wander into one of the school's ventilation corridors
in search of a gigantic, mutated hamster that one of them swears that he saw,
and so they walk into this dark, brooding ventilation corridor that looks like
something out of an Aliens film, and they're just scared shitless, their voices
are quivering, they're all cluster-fucked together, scared to wander off for fear
that this radiated hamster will gnash them between its teeth, but all they find
is some student's abandoned refrigerator, and so they open it up and there 's
this unspeakable smell emanating from it and maggots spill out and they all
run away-bobbing lights, shaky running voices, all of them scared shitless.
But the camera just keeps dollying through this corridor where it does indeed
encounter a gigantic, mutated hamster picking through some garbage. But
then, the camera drifts out of the corridor and encounters one of the ETA's service employees stealing some food from the huge ETA kitchen next to the ventilation shaft, and she punches out and we follow her as she traipses across
ETA's front lawn, over the heavily fortified front gate, through some scuzzy
back alleys and into the Ennet Drug and Alcohol Recovery House, the film's
second major locale. She punches in and we see ... Don Gately, all three-hundred, rock-hard pounds of him, relaxing on the sofa, having a conversation
with Joelle van Dyne, the film's love object, a woman so achingly beautiful
that she petrifies anyone who sees her face, which is why she's wearing a veil.
There is a football game playing on a television in the background and we
dolly into this football game revealing a punter getting ready to kick a football. This punter is Orin lncandenza, Hal and Mario and Avril Incandenza's
estranged brother/son, and he kicks the football into the air, and the thing just
has this ridiculous hang time. Someone walks up and changes the channel, and
right there on the fucking television, the movie's opening credits start rolling,
interrupted by artful moments of static. End of shot.
How's that for postmodemism, motherfucker? Yeah, I'm talking to you.
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Asphalt: A Dream

Lindsay Quinlan

he three men said nothing as we piled out of the van and onto the side
of the two-lane highway. It was dark-no stars, no moon. We were
nowhere in particular, just open fields on both sides of the highway. The road
was freshly paved and deep black with fluorescent and new lines streaking
through its middle. The driver had parked the van at a slight angle to the highway, turned off the engine, and left the brights on. I got out and stood by the
side of the road. I understood they were going to play a game; I just didn't know
which one.
They went to the van's back doors and banged things around. They were
undressing. I saw dusty silhouettes of T-shirts being pulled over heads and arms
in the dim shadows cast by the cab light. They bent over, belt buckles clanged
against the ground. Boots swished across the gravel. Three separate snaps of
elastic, a hollow metal bang, doors slammed shut, and they were back in sight.
They were all in black Speedos, and they were fat. Morbidly obese, in fact.
Their nipples drooped and hid beneath thick, black hair and the next roll of
flesh. Bellies spilled over their Speedos, red stretch marks webbed out from
their cavernous belly buttons, love handles, and armpits in jagged bolts of
straining skin.

T
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They each had a hand on the large, orange, metal drum filled with something-shiny, thick, clear. The substance's density was enough to mute the
tiny bangs across the gravel as they dragged it towards me.
They stopped, turned their backs, which had uneven patches of long black
hair, and dug their hands into the barrel. They seemed ashamed, but I walked
around to face them anyway to see what was in the drum.
I faced them and they all paused. Two staring into the drum and the third
looking at me through the split in his black mop of hair. I held his stare for
only a moment before he ignored me and continued.
They were shoveling their hands into the substance and slathering their
jiggling bodies with it. It looked like petroleum jelly, but it wasn't. It was
thicker, more tarlike, more industrial. They coated the sacks beneath their
chins, their chests, and the fronts of their thighs-tiered and dimpled with
fat. Their knees, only folds of slackened skin dividing calf from thigh. They
glistened, even without light.
The one who'd met my eyes before met them again, this time spreading
his thick curtain cheeks to reveal a toothless smile. They all turned and walked
down the road, their pale, black-shagged backs returning the light as they
went. They were barefoot. Shock waves of impact of heel on asphalt shimmied their calves and sent ripples of jiggling up and down their bodies.
They walked until the two shafts of headlight barely grasped their outlines
and turned around. They paused for several seconds. I walked from the side of
the van to the front and leaned against the grill between the headlights and
waited. Without any detectable cue, together, and all at once they began to run.
They ran towards the van, towards the light, at speeds their bodies didn't seem
capable of. Thighs smeared and fought past each other, bellies sprung up and
slammed down, nipples jerked free from their hiding folds and slunk back,
chin sacks swung from one ear to the other, greasy black hair flounced among
mounds of shoulder, cheeks jolted up and out and down and in, and foreheads
slid back and crinkled down, widening and closing their thick-lidded eyes
with each stride.
They each had a rhythm. Each current sent under the glistening, hairy,
white, stretch-cracked skin a tick on the clock that they played their bizarre
game against.
When they were within about twenty feet of the van, they each, only a half
second apart, vaulted into the air: one with his arms out like Superman; the
second with his arms at his sides, leading with his chin; the third with his arms
out like wings. They all hung about five feet above and parallel to the ground,
still soaring forward, but their drooping bellies pulled them down swiftly.
They smacked the pavement- one, two, three-and skidded and stuttered
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and scraped along the asphalt only five or so feet. Like a primitive Slip 'N
Slide.
They were still silent, slowly forcing their way up from the pavement,
hands pushing off knees and backs straightening. They walked towards me
and stood in the headlights, faces flashing from grin to grimace as they
admired the deep and innumerable scrapes on their chests. Blood dripped from
their nipples-matting and tangling the black fur encircling it. Blood flooded
from a cracked chin. One oozed near the belly button where the skin had finally tom. And one sucked air in through a smile and hissed in ecstasy as he
rubbed bloodied grease over a patch of orangy, road-burned flesh near his
shoulder, enjoying the toxic sting.
I watched them as they dug black pebbles of road out of their skin and
placed them in the palm of the toothless one. I looked down past his hand to
see the pavement spotted in an arc of blood in front of me.
When all the pebbles had been collected, the toothless one popped them
into his mouth like peanuts. He rolled them around with his tongue and they
clacked against each other in his fleshy mouth. I could now see that his gums
were purple-black and smooth as he worked the pebbles around in his spit like
a cement mixer. He took a deep breath, closed his mouth, and swallowed. He
gave a satisfied, slow sigh and looked at me. His cheeks heaved up and spread
as he smiled another black, rotten, liquid smile and said, ''Now you."
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Black Fire

Jeff Jacobson

ead coyotes hung from the barbed-wire fences. Mom drove slowly,
neither one of us saying much of anything, and the green foothills of
northern California rolled past like silent, giant ocean waves. A twisted, knotted feeling squirmed deep in my stomach as I stared out the passenger window
and followed the endless strands of barbed wire, broken only by the dead coyotes. After years of baking in the brutal sun and soaking in the cold rains of
winter, the bodies weren't much more than mummified skin and fur stretched
tight over scarecrow-like skeletons. Vacant eye sockets stared out at the empty
highway. Most of the coyotes had been slung over the top strand of barbed
wire and left to rot. But some had been strapped upright to gnarled wooden
fence posts with short lengths of bailing wire. Somebody had wired old cowboy hats and sunglasses to a few of the corpses and tied mangled paws up in
mock greeting.
The air was clean and still. Behind us, the lines of mountains to the west
were so sharp against the cobalt blue sky that if you reached out towards them
you would cut your hand. Mom steered her little Toyota around a wide curve,
winding through the edge of the foothills and slipping out into the flooded rice
fields of the flat valley. As the sunlight shifted, I caught a glimpse of my
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reflection in the passenger window. Mouth set in an even, emotionless line.
Dark, nervous eyes. Twenty-one years old and home for Christmas. I let my
hand drift down to the right pocket of my heavy winter coat, too warm for the
mild California winter, and pressed my palm against the pocket. Through the
thick fabric , I felt the shape and weight of five small shotgun shells.
Two weeks earlier, I got the phone call. Mom and I were talking about the
weather, something my parents loved to hear about. They never got tired of listening to me bitch and moan about how cold it was in Chicago. They didn't
understand things like windchill and couldn 't comprehend any temperature
below zero.
But this phone call was different. Mom's voice-that slight rural drawl
that was so much a part of me, hardwired into my DNA, so seared into my soul
that I never even noticed it- sounded distracted and hesitant. She paused for
a moment, then said quietly, "My father called." I didn't know what to say.
My mother is the toughest person I have ever known. Something deep
inside her was forged in iron; layers of steel have been folded over and over,
hammered into something incredibly dense and strong, like a samurai sword.
Maybe it was a baptism of fire. I don't know. She was raised on a large ranch
in the northwestern half of the Sacramento Valley in California, only about
twenty miles south of where my parents live now. The land, which had been
in her father's family for several generations, was cattle- and sheep-grazing
country. Mom grew up riding horses, shearing sheep, herding cattle, and could
outshoot all of her older male cousins with her 20-gauge shotgun. She taught
them how to drive a stick shift. When she was a senior in high school, she was
crowned Rodeo Queen of the annual county fair held in the small town of Ash
Springs, fifteen miles north of the ranch. And when she was a little girl, her
father raped her repeatedly.
The highway took us farther into the valley. The rice fields were left
behind, replaced by low houses, the Elk's Lodge, and an Amoco gas station
with a bait shop inside that proudly advertised FRESH WORMS. A few chickens scratched around in the dirt parking lot of Warner 's lumberyard, but that
was the only activity I could see. It was Christmas Eve, and Ash Sptings
appeared nearly deserted.
Mom had said on the phone, two weeks ago, "My father's got this shotgun that belonged to my grandfather. Apparently he wants to give it to you."
"Why? What does he want?"
" I don't know."

"I mean, why now? Why not ten, fifteen years ago?"
"I don't know. He won't bring it out to our house and, besides, your dad
won't let him come near the place. I think he wants to see you. He called the
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other night looking for you; I guess he didn 't realize you live in Chicago. But
he wouldn 't say who he was. And you know your dad ... " Which meant Dad
had probably hung up. I sighed. I didn't want the shotgun; I didn 't need it. But
thi s sonofabitch was trying to make me jump through these goddamn hoops,
play his games. "Let me think about it, OK?"
"It 's completely up to you. I wouldn 't even have told you, but your dad
says it's a rare model or something, might be worth five , six hundred dollars.
That kind of money . . ." Her voice trailed off.
"Yeah, I know." Mom didn 't have to say it. That kind of money could go
a long way. That kind of money was two months ' rent. "Let's talk about it
when I'm home for Christmas," I said.
I couldn't figure it out. What did he want? I hadn 't spoken to the man in
nearly fifteen years. When I was six, Mom had cut off all contact with her parents. I never understood why at the time. Now I understood. I understood more
than I had ever wished. So I never called these people my grandparents. I
could only refer to them by their names, Howard and Virginia. Dad couldn 't
even do that. Instead, he used terms like "that sonofabitch" or "those evil pissbrained bags of shit." He spat the words out in a guttural hiss, as if they tasted bad.
I thought about it. Thought about going into their house. I didn 't want to
do it. Didn 't want to accept any gift from him, especially from him, no matter
what it was . But as I looked deeper into the flickering black hate that has lived
inside of me since Mom told me what had happened to her, I realized I would
go see the man. It wasn't just to pick up the shotgun, or the money it represented. I had something else to do.
We were riding through the middle of town now, passing churches with
signs out front like JESUS is th e REASON for the SEASON More signs were
nailed to naked boards covering the windows of vacant stores, signs like
Going Out of Business Sale! Everything Must Go ! The streets looked empty,
dead. We turned right at the car wash, perpetually surrounded by puddles of
black water.
"Watch! " Mom said with a startled little laugh. "We go through all this and
they won 't even be there." She hadn' t called her parents to let them know we
were coming. She hadn't wanted to give them any warning. I tried to smile,
just to show my support. It didn 't work; I couldn't make the muscles in my
face work right. "Oh, if you get a chance," she said, watching the streets
ahead, concentrating on the driving, "try and see what else he 's got in the gun
safe. He won't like it, but I just want to know if he 's got any more of my
grandfather 's- your great grandfather 's- guns."
I nodded. Didn 't trust my voice. My stomach clenched and unclenched,
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spewing bile into the back of my throat. I swallowed, and as Mom turned onto
their street, I found I couldn't breathe for a moment. Everything inside myself
locked up, except the small, frightened beat of my heart as it tattooed a quick
pulse up my neck and into my temples.
I gently patted my coat pocket again and focused on the shotgun shells.
Five 410-gauge shells, two and one-half inches long, not much bigger in diameter than a thick pen. Before Mom and I had left, I stood at the workbench in
my parents' cluttered garage. The shells were lined in front of the reloading
press. I took each one in my hands, holding them up to the light, inspecting
them, making sure that the primer was seated properly, flush with the rim,
making sure that the crimped seal was secure, and none of the tiny balls of
lead inside could spill out.
Mom drove slowly past Howard and Virginia's house. It didn't look much
different than I remembered, although I hadn't been there in almost fifteen
years. I'd avoided that street on purpose. The small front lawn was clipped,
neat. Two low hedges flanked the sidewalk up to the house, an ordinary ranchstyle home, with the front door in the middle and an attached garage off to the
left. A red plastic bow hung in the center of the white door. Yellow siding.
Brown shingles covered a low roof. I could see the lights of a Christmas tree
through the dark front window. It dido 't look much different than any of the
other hundreds of ranch-style homes in town. The house looked so completely normal, so unassuming, you wouldn't have looked at it twice if you were
walking past. But it made me think of cancer. Most of the time, you can't see
it, but it's there, gnawing away at you from the inside. A new silver Dodge
pickup was parked in the driveway.
"They're home," Mom said in a tight voice, driving to the end of the street.
She pulled the Toyota into a U-tum and went back to the house. She stopped
the car near the curb and shut off the engine. We sat in silence for a moment,
not looking at the house or each other, just the empty street lined with quiet
houses, the black mountains, and the dying sun. "You feeling all right?" she
asked.
"Yeah, I'm OK. Just want to get it over with," I said, unlocking my seat
belt and checking my coat pocket one more time. As we both climbed out of
the car I turned to her, saying, "Don't lock the doors, OK?" I dido 't want to
come out of that place and then have to stand around waiting to unlock the car.
I just wanted to hop in and be gone.
When Mom got older, grew into puberty, Howard started visiting her
younger sister at night instead. Virginia knew about it, knew what her husband
was doing to their two daughters, but did nothing. She ignored it, pretending
it wasn't happening. I guess it was easier that way. Mom did the same thing,
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buried those memories deep, biding them away from even herself, hiding them
so deep that she could tell herself that it never happened.
Life at the ranch went on. Eventually she married my dad and they lived
around town in a series of small houses with cheap rent. Howard and Virginia
didn 't like Dad a whole lot; his family didn 't have much money. Mom 's
younger sister finally moved out too, but it wasn 't much of an improvement.
She ended up living in a trailer with some asshole that Mom always suspected beat her. Mom tried to help, to stay in touch. She would take food over to
the trailer once in a while, but her sister eventually just drifted away. And to
this day Mom doesn 't know where her sister is. Mom doesn't know if her sister is even alive. Her sister is just gone.
Howard and Virginia drank and gambled away almost all of their inherited money and lost the ranch. The whole place got divided up, sold to a few
outfits for rice and soybeans, but those people aren 't really using the land. Dad
has taken me out there a few times, just to see the spot where the farmhouse
used to be, but there 's nothing there now, just empty fields of brown grass.
About the time I was born , Howard and Virginia moved into town, into this
house in the middle of Ash Springs.
We walked up the short concrete sidewalk to the front door. The afternoon
air tasted impossibly clean, with just a trace of late December chill. But
despite the cool temperature, I could feel a trickle of sweat roll icily down my
back, between my shoulder blades. Too late to back out now.
Mom rang the doorbell, then loosely clasped her hands in front of her
waist. Her back was straight, and to someone who didn 't know her, she would
have appeared calm and composed. But I could tell she was nervous.
Something in the way she held her head, a little too set, rigid. Her lips were
thin, drawn tight against one another. She suddenly looked old to me. I guess
I had never noticed before how she had aged. My mental image of her hadn't
changed since I was a child, and whenever I saw her, I saw only my own mental image instead. Now, as I looked, instead of the round, full cheeks, permanently tanned and slightly weathered from being outside all the time, I could
only see the wrinkles that crisscrossed her face, the gathering of crow 's-feet
outside her eyes. The lines going from the edges of her nose down to her
mouth had lengthened and gotten deeper, creating new, fresh lines around
them. I saw more flecks of gray in her once jet black hair. And as I watched
her stand in front of that door, refusing to succumb to the fear that had seeped
into every part of her life, I felt my own rage slide easily through my veins like
antifreeze.
The front door opened and Virginia appeared. She stood about the same
height as my mom, just over fi ve feet, but she looked withered, dried out. The
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skin seemed too tight around her skull, like one of the coyotes hanging from
the barbed-wire fence. She opened her mouth slightly in shock, then quickly
recovered, saying, "Helen. Pete. I- well- what a surprise! " I remembered the
voice; it hadn't changed. High and more than a little shrill, a touch of country
twang in there. "Please- please, come in." She stepped back, holding the door
open for us. Mom gave a thin, perfunctory smile and stepped inside, brushing
past her mother. I followed, watching Virginia's face. She never looked me in
the eye.
I know it's a cliche, but the place had shrunk. When I was a kid, the house
had a vast, high ceiling, like a cathedral. Now, if I wanted, I could reach up
and flatten my palm against the rough, stuccoed ceiling. We stood in the living room. Virginia sidled around us, saying, "Please, please sit down," in a
rushed, almost frantic voice and splayed her fingers towards the two couches
that faced each other across a low wooden coffee table. Mom sat stiffly on the
edge of the couch to my left, her back to the front window and facing the
blank, white, plaster wall that separated the living room from the kitchen.
"I'll go get Howard," Virginia said, moving sideways past the empty
couch into the combination dining room and kitchen. A narrow hallway
beyond the kitchen led to the bathroom and two bedrooms. She opened the
sliding glass door on the far side of the dining-room table and shouted into the
backyard, "Howard! Howard! " Still standing near the front door, I couldn 't
see into the backyard, but I wondered if the dog pen was still back there, back
in the far comer, surrounded by stinging nettles . It hadn 't been much, just a
chain-link fence, maybe five feet long and three feet wide. Inside rested a barrel, tipped over on its side and supported by wooden blocks so it wouldn 't roll
around. When I was a kid, that was where the tortoise lived.
My first memory was trapped in this house, under the dining-room table.
I must have been young, real young, maybe less than a year. I can clearly
remember crawling under the table during some party that Howard was throwing, when some drunken asshole had accidentally brushed my cheek with the
lit end of a cigarette. It healed. But everything leaves scars. Some scars can be
seen. Others are invisible, like the scars my mom carries, but you can still feel
them.
I eased between Mom and the coffee table, heading towards the short,
plastic Christmas tree at the end of the couch, next to the front window. Basic,
generic ornaments like red-glass balls and slow-blinking lights were hanging
from it at precise, even intervals. The tree was anonymous, the kind of
Christmas tree you would see in a department-store window. It looked like it
had come in a box, already decorated. I thought about the tree at my parents '
house. We had driven far into the forest and cut it ourselves. That tree, with its
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nonsymmetrical branches and slightly crooked top, was overloaded with ornaments. Sloppily painted ceramic holly leaves with school pictures, haphazardly glued on when I was in elementary school, shared the tree with antique
ornaments, slightly cracked crystal snowflakes, faded wooden figures of Santa
Claus, decorations that had been passed down from generation to generation
on my father's side. Our Christmas tree carried the weight of our memories.
This tree had no soul.
When I was six, Mom and I lived with Howard and Virginia for about nine
months while Dad was off working. He worked far up north, in the redwoods
near Oregon, erecting the towers that supported power lines for PG&E. On
weekends he ' d drive back to Ash Springs and work on building our own house
in the mountains. He had saved for years just to buy the land. The house came
later, a little at a time. So, during the months when Dad was up north, Mom
and I lived in the spare bedroom of her parents' house, this house. That 's when
our life began to crumble and fall apart.
Nightmares started slithering into Mom's head. Maybe it was living with
her parents. Maybe it was listening to her father snore in the middle of the
quiet nights. I don't know. As the nightmares built in intensity, unearthing the
memories Mom had so carefully buried, she fell into fevers of rage, followed
by long hours of weeping. And during those rages, she took her anger out on
me. I don 't remember much about those times, just quick flashes. Mom's face,
her lips curled back, exposing slightly crooked teeth that her parents never
bothered to get fixed, a sick hatred burning brightly in her staring eyes. Hiding
under the kitchen table as she lashed at me with a goddamn wooden spoon, of
all things. It's funny how life works out; every year Mom would end up breaking all of her wooden spoons, whipping them down hard enough across the
bones in my forearms and skull to crack the thin handles, and every year for
Christmas I'd end up giving her another set, more wooden spoons.
Dad really wasn't around much then, he was still working up north, living
in company camps in the mountains. So after a few months of my showing up
at school covered in bruises and welts, somebody finally noticed. The socialservice people told Mom that if she didn't get help, they would take me away,
put me somewhere like a foster home. This scared Mom so bad she finally
began seeing a counselor. Her husband and son were her life. I think she knew
that if her son was taken away she wouldn't be able to handle the loss and
would fall apart completely. Talking with the counselor, it didn't take long;
Mom's memories finally erupted out of their graves, and I suddenly found
myself living in our unfinished house in the mountains. And that was the last
time I had any contact with her parents.
Dad quit working for PG&E, found a job closer to home. I wonder what
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must have gone through his mind when Mom told him the truth. The beatings
stopped and life went on. But if you get beaten hard enough when you 're a kid,
especially by someone who is supposed to love you and take care of you, your
primary caregiver, you learn fast that this is how the world works . Pain can
come at any time. Step lightly and watch your step, because the consequences
of making a mistake can be severe. So I learned quick. Always keep your
guard up, always be ready.
Luckily, nobody pushed me very often. But if someone did push me, I
pushed back. Hard. The first day of junior high, worrying about my hair, parted
straight down the middle in those days, and worrying about my clothes. I didn 't
own a pair of Levi 501 s like everyone else, and it was killing me. Then in gym
class, some lumbering eighth-grade bully shoved me. I snapped, just fucking
exploded. The kid never knew what hit him. But I don 't remember much about
it. Later, at the emergency room, when the doctor was pulling one of the kid's
teeth out of the flesh between the knuckles of my first and second finger, he
demanded to know why I had also stomped on the kid 's hand when he was on
the floor, breaking four fingers in seven different places. Jesus. I hadn't realized
.. . The kid might have been an asshole, but be sure as bell didn 't deserve that.
It scared me, this rage, this loss of control. It scared other people too.
Therapy was strongly suggested, just like it was suggested to Mom. So I started talking to some counselors and got some help in figuring things out. It took
a while, but I realized that there were other, maybe better, ways of reacting to
the outside world. I spent a couple of long years trying to rewire the circuits
in my brain, clearing new, healthier pathways of dealing with anger and rage.
I kept at it, until traveling down these new pathways got to be almost second
nature. I didn't have to try so hard these days. But those old pathways were
still there, still burned into my brain like the ragged edges of a forest fire. They
were easy to follow, comforting sometimes, like visiting an old friend.
The therapists and counselors helped, but they always wanted to push
things further. Sitting in the office, the walls a nice neutral tan color; plush,
comfortable chairs; everything quiet. The therapist this time, a woman who
always wore big, oversized sweaters that hid her body, put her notebook on the
glass table between us. She fixed her gaze on me and said, "You know, Pete,
that in order to completely heal, to get all the way through this, you ' re going
to have to find a way to forgive your grandfather."
"First off," I said, looking at the notebook, "he's not my grandfather."
"Biologically-"
"I'm not talking about biology here. I' m talking about using the term
grandfather. I've got one grandfather. That's my dad's father. " I clenched the
high, rounded arms of the plush chair, arms straight out on either side of me,
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fingers digging into the soft fabric. "This guy, this motherfucker, he 's not my
grandfather. He's not a part of my family. He gave up that right when he raped
my mom. Biologically speaking, sure, he 's my mom 's father, but that 's it. He
sure as hell isn 't my grandfather."
"But in order to heal-"
"Hey, forgiveness isn't part of my healing. Fuck that. " The therapist finally just nodded and picked the notebook back up, scribbled in it for a while. We
didn't work much on the whole forgiveness thing after that.
Virginia shut the sliding-glass door, cutting off the memories. She almost
walked back into the living room where Mom and I were waiting, but stopped
short, standing in front of the dining-room table instead. She didn 't seem to
know what to do with her hands and they flitted about like two skittish birds.
"Howard's out back. He ' ll be right in. Please, sit down. Make yourself comfortable."
"I've been cutting firewood. My legs are a little sore," I lied. "I'll just
stand."
"Oh, did you buy it, or-"
"No. Me and Dad cut it ourselves."
Howard came though the sliding-glass door in the kitchen. He stopped
suddenly when he caught sight of me standing near the plastic tree. Good. I
hoped he was as uncomfortable as I was. He looked at his wife across the dining-room table. She finally captured her fluttering hands and each one held the
other tight against her stomach. She said, "Oh, Pete and Helen stopped in to
see us. " The room got quiet for a moment while we all looked at each other.
Virginia broke the silence, struggling for something to say, anything to say.
Her hands were threatening to escape again. "Ah, he's been cutting firewood ."
"Well , hey, how're you doing?" he asked, acting as if nothing was wrong,
as if we had just seen each other last month at a barbecue or something, and
sauntered over to shake my band. Like the house, he was much smaller than I
remembered. I stood nearly a foot above him. I gues he must have been in his
mid-seventies. But be looked healthy and shook my hand in a polite, firm grip.
He still had all of his hair, short black tufts of bristles.
He gave me a smile as we shook bands, an aw-shucks, good-ole-boy smile
that was as fake as that goddamn Christmas tree. For the first time in my life,
I watched his eyes. They had a flat, dead look in them. I had only seen that
look once. It was autumn, and I was working at the veterinary hospital. A
dusty Ford pickup roared out of the low sun into the gravel-and-dirt parking
lot at the hospital. The vet and I walked across dry leaves to the truck as the
driver lowered the tailgate. He was tall, angular, wearing camouflaged hunting coveralls, face streaked with dust and sweat.
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A female redtick hound was lying on the truck bed in a pool of her own
blood. A nine-inch gash had ripped open the dog 's stomach, starting just
inside the right hind leg, just under the webbing, and continuing up to the rib
cage. I watched the chest rise and fall rapidly, like the fluttering of a hummingbird; the dog's tongue spilled out of the wide mouth and rested on the
dirty truck bed. Her eyes flicked over us in wild, panicked movements.
"My dogs got this black bear cornered, a good-sized one too," the hunter
said, hands on his hips, wanting us to be impressed. "Over on the north side
of Battle Creek, up near Stony Gorge. That old bear got a hold of this one here
before I got a shot off. But I caught up to it, least I got the bear. " He flashed a
proud smile. "Frank and Charlie are back at camp, skinning it right now. But
uh, can you do anything for her?" He nodded at his bleeding dog.
The vet was already shaking his head, mouth pursed, folding his arms
across his chest. "Sorry," he muttered. "Too much damage. Only thing I can
do is stop the pain. Put her to sleep." He watched the dog 's frantic breathing.
"Well , shit." The hunter spit into the dust of the parking lot. Then his eyebrows scrunched together. "How much is that gonna cost?"
"The injection and the medicine, that'll cost you fifteen dollars. But it 's
quick. And painless."
"Shit," the man said, with that same, flat, dead look in his eyes. "I'll do it
myself." He slammed the tailgate, closing off our sight of the hound, and
jumped into his truck. He pulled around in a wide circle and tore off, back into
the setting sun.
And now, here I was, staring into the face of the man who had raped my
mother. I looked straight ahead, right into those dead eyes, didn't smile, nothing. His grinning face glittered slightly in flashes of red and blue from the
lights of the Christmas tree behind me. In the most emotionless voice I could
manage, I said, "I'm home for Christmas and heard about this shotgun."
"Yeah, yeah," he nodded. "I got one for you. Belonged to your greatgrandfather," he said, putting his hands in the front pockets of his jeans, and
rocked back, real casual, but didn't move otherwise.
"Thought I might take a look. "
"Uh-huh, sure." The aw-shucks grin slipped a bit and he pulled his hands
out of his pockets. "OK. Have a seat, and I'll grab it," he said, and turned down
the narrow hallway. I followed , right behind him. Virginia clutched the diningroom chair in front of her, opened her mouth and started to say something, but
abruptly closed it. Mom remained sitting on the edge of the couch, moving
nothing but her eyes, a statue.
Howard glanced over his shoulder at me as he moved down the hall , and
his eyes narrowed for a second, then he quickly looked away. He turned right
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and went into the spare bedroom, the same bedroom Mom and I had slept in
when I was six. Like the rest of the house, it seemed smaller somehow.
Howard and Virginia were using it as a storage room; an old couch rested
against the far wall, cardboard boxes stacked next to it ... That 's when it hit
me. I hadn't seen any pictures in the house. No family photos, nothing.
I stood in the doorway while he fumbled with the keys to a cheap metal
gun safe over in the corner to my right. The thing just looked like somebody
had taken a hot-water tank and arc-welded a door in the side. I wanted to push
in, to stand next to him, but I couldn't bring myself to cross the threshold. So
I just stood there, keeping a blank stare leveled at his back.
It was obvious he didn 't know what the hell to say. Where do you start
after fifteen years? "So, I hear you 've been cutting wood," he said finally and
opened the curved metal door. It swung towards me, obscuring the contents of
the safe.
"A little," I said.
He pulled out a rifle, an old piece-of-shit Mossberg .30-30, and cracks of
rifle shots burst in my head. As he leaned it up against the cardboard boxes, I
suddenly remembered standing in the desert when I was five years old; Mom,
Virginia, and I were visiting Howard down in the Mojave Desert, where he
was working on a highway construction crew for a few months. One day I
went with Howard, driving far out into the desert, where he spotted a tortoise.
It wasn't more than fifteen, twenty yards away, but Howard decided that distance was enough of a challenge. He stopped, pulled out the rifle and laid it
out over the hood. He leaned against the pickup, and hunched over the gun,
squinting into the scope. I stood back, a dark brown little kid, covered in dust,
wearing a frayed Superfriends T-shirt, plaid shorts, and goofy leather sandals
in the 114-degree heat. I was already familiar with firearms , and pressed my
palms firmly against my ears. Howard grinned into the glare coming off the
hood, gluing his eye to the scope. "Watch thi s," he said and pulled the trigger.
An explosion of sand. When the wind carried the cloud of dust away, I could
see that the heavy bullet had drilled a small hole, only about the size of a dime,
into the back of the shell. But it left a fist-sized crater as it exploded out the
other side, as if someone had jabbed a broken fork into a raw meat pie. Dark,
clinging blood spattered the sand beyond the tortoise. It instantly jerked its
head and legs back inside the cracked shell. Howard kept blasting at it, jerking the bolt back and then slamming it home, again and again, echoes of gunshots drifting away into the pale blue sky. Nearly all of his shots simply kicked
up stinging geysers of sand around the motionless animal; he couldn 't shoot
for shit. Eventually, the tortoise tried to move, tried to run, sliding its head and
the thick, almost paddlelike front legs out from under the shell, slowly pulling
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itself forward. After about seven or eight rounds, Howard managed to hit the
tortoise in the head, and it finally stopped moving.
We saw another tortoise on the way back. Instead of shooting at it, Howard
simply walked out onto the sand dunes and grabbed it; for some reason carrying it all the way home, fourteen hours in the back of his pickup . That tortoise
must have been old; the shell, with its interlocking pieces that each reminded
me of the countless circles inside circles on top of old tree stumps, was over
two feet across. They kept it in the dog pen in the back comer of the backyard
and fed it lettuce once in a while. During the winter, when the tortoise was
hibernating in the barrel, I remembered quietly crawling into the barrel on my
elbows and knees, carefully pulling the damp and rotting straw aside and marveling at the leathered, wrinkled skin. Every crinkle and fold fascinated me.
Sometimes, ifl wasn't careful enough, I would accidentally wake it up and the
tortoise would open those pitch black eyes, watching me without expression.
I would freeze and just watch it back, our eyes at the same level. Tortoises
could live more than a hundred years, maybe even a hundred and fifty years.
I wondered where it had gone.
It didn' t surprise me he still had that old Mossberg .30-30. "Here ya go. "
Now he pulled a small shotgun out of the safe. "Just a little four-ten , good for
kids. See what you think." He walked back across the room and held the shotgun out towards me without hesitation . I was still in the doorway, so I took a
step forward into the room and grasped the gun . The instant I pulled it away
from him, something deep down inside of me crackled with heat. I fought hard
not to change the expression on my face. He nodded at the shotgun in my
hands, a Winchester Model 42 pump, and said, "Like I said, good for kids."
He grabbed the old .30-30 that had been leaning against the boxes, and put it
back into the safe. I watched his back for a moment, then hefted the shotgun
with both hands, feeling the weight. I had been using a larger 12-gauge for trap
shooting, and this felt strange, felt too small, like a toy. A four-ten shotgun
isn't a big gun, but it would blow baseball-size holes in just about anything at
short range. It was in surprisingly good shape for being close to sixty years
old; a few scratches on the short stock, but that was all. A quiet "thanks" tumbled out of me before I could stop it. It was just force of habit, but I felt
ashamed. Then I remembered the five shells in the right hand pocket of my
winter coat.
Howard locked the safe and followed me back down the narrow hall to the
living room. It made me a little uncomfortable to leave my back exposed,
naked. But now I was carrying the shotgun, and things had changed. I was still
scared, sure, nervous as hell, but it was a different kind of nervousness now.
Mom and Virginia sat sideways on opposite couches, perched uncomfortably
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at the edge of the beige cushions. They avoided looking at each other, facing
the plastic tree instead. I stopped by the end of Mom's couch, my back to the
front door. Howard stood next to Virginia, his palm against the back of the
couch near his wife 's shoulder, his other hand on his hip, facing Mom and me.
I took a deep breath, turning the shotgun over and over in my hands, notyou would load it from the bottom. It would load easily, and fast. The
how
ing
breech was open, pump back. The shells felt alive and hot in my pocket.
Virginia and Howard looked across the coffee table at me with smug anticipation. I started to speak, praying my voice wouldn 't crack and betray the turmoil surging in my gut. "I've got something to say, and it's not thank you." I
didn't wait for that to sink in, just plunged ahead, staring at the white, plaster
wall between them. " I don 't give a damn about this shotgun. I'm just gonna sell
it, maybe pay for my rent. " The antifreeze surged through my body, boiling in
my head.
"You can do whatever you want to with it, it- it's yours," Howard huffed,
pulling bis chin back and sticking his chest out.
"I will ," I said, then paused. I gritted my teeth, found their eyes. "Quiet
Christmas, huh?"
" Yeah, sure. It 's nice and quiet," Howard said. His eyes were narrow and
squinting. He kept his body motionless, but his head twisted slowly around on
his squat neck, like a confused reptile. He didn 't get it.
Mom understood, though, and sat very still, hands clasped in her lap, staring at the smooth, brown carpet.
"Not too many kids around . You miss that? You miss watching me grow
up? Is that why you called? To see me?" They watched me, not moving, their
faces nothing but masks, still pretending, still acting as if nothing had happened, as if this fifteen-year ocean of hatred didn 't exist.
When I spoke again, my voice was thick from the smoke of the black fire
raging inside. I spread my anns, gripping the shotgun tightly in my left fist.
"Well, take a good look. Remember this moment, because I know what you
did . I want you to know that. That's important." My voice, heavy from the
smoke, started to rise; the tone grew teeth and snapped at them through the air.
"Think about it. Think about what you did to two little girls. Your own daughters. It's unforgivable. " I suddenly realized that I had unconsciously slipped
into a basic shooting stance. Left foot forward , right foot back and slightly to
the side, both feet about shoulder width apart, comfortable, knees slightly bent,
shotgun cradled in my left arm, right band on my hip, near the coat pocket.
Howard sputtered, looking everywhere but at me, "Now, you just- "
Virginia cut him off, swiveling on the couch towards Mom, pointing at
her. " If your mother had only come to me and told me, then- "
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"Don't you dare start with that bullshit again!" Mom hissed at her, and the
venom in her voice scared even me.
Everybody began talking loudly at once, Howard and Virginia trying to
shout their lies loud enough to drown out the truth, leaning forward , stabbing
at the air, almost screaming at Mom. But Mom just sat there, pissed as hell,
her back straight, deflecting every accusation, viciously flinging it back in
their faces.
I let it go for a moment, let the shouting get louder, let the fire build. It
wasn't hard. All I had to do was think about the long, dark nights in that isolated farmhouse. And what Mom's father had done to her, his own daughter.
How he must have eased open the bedroom door, standing still, waiting for a
moment, breathing softly, just listening, then walking quietly over to the bed,
putting one knee on the narrow mattress, then the other, trapping the little girl
underneath ... And how Virginia had done nothing. The rage came easy, like
it always had.
I rolled the shotgun over so it was upside down again, loading port
exposed, still cradling it in the crook of my left arm. Then I stuck my right
hand into the coat pocket and closed my fingers around the shells. The fire in
my head danced and howled and the shells grew hotter, begging to be used.
All I had to do was pluck them out, sliding them smoothly into the loading
port with my thumb . Then just one little pump, racking the grooved, curved
piece of wood back, then forward, slamming a shell into the breech- ready to
rock and roll. I'd practiced it in my head a dozen times. A hundred times.
Standing before Mom's parents, shoving shells into the hungry shotgun,
watching the fear slither across their faces , giving them just a taste of the horror they had infected in their own children, a glimpse of the pain they had
inflicted. And when the black fire inside was finally completely and utterly out
of control, then- then I would slowly bring the shotgun up to my shoulder,
aiming at Howard 's crotch, because I'd promised myself a long fucking time
ago that's where I was going to shoot the sonofabitch first. Let him soak in it
for a while. It was the only thing I could think of that could even begin to
approach justice.
Dad was the one who taught me how to shoot. When I was nine or ten , we
would drive into the hills, eating picnic lunches Mom packed for us, shooting
his Springfield 30-06 at paper plates nailed to trees, or blasting away at clay
pigeons with his 12-gauge Browning. Somewhere up in th e hills covered in
manzanita bushes and fire-ravaged scrub oaks, I'd sit on the lowered tailgate
in the afternoon sun while he explained how shotgun shells worked. " See,
when you pull the trigger, it brings the hammer down on the primer here." He
pointed at a little brass nub, nestled in the exact center of the back end of the

168

Hair Trigger 23

shell. "It's got a little charge in there-not much, about the size of a .22-just
enough to set off a tiny explosion. Then the powder, in here," he tapped the
base of the shell, wrapped in brass, "ignites once the temperature inside reaches 572 degrees. It burns a hell of a lot hotter than that when it gets going, but
that's what it takes to get started. So that," he made a fist, then popped his
stubby fingers open, saying, "that's the big explosion, it creates the pressure.
See, the explosion doesn't have anywhere else to go, so it forces everything
out, driving the lead down the barrel and out into the air." He handed the shell
to me, and I whistled at how much power could be harnessed in a chunk of
brass and plastic smaller than my dad's thumb . It was heavier than I expected.
I turned it over and over, carefully avoiding touching the primer. Just one little tap on that primer, just the slightest touch to spark the powder, unleashing
all those tiny balls of lead.
One night much later, Dad said, "You know, I always wanted to kill the
sonofabitch." It was late, Mom had already gone to bed; we were watching
John Wayne movies and drinking beer. Dad loved the Duke. "Just get the feeling sometimes that my ancestors are up there in Valhalla, looking down on me,
wondering why this young punk can't grow a pair of balls and do what's
right." Dad's parents were Norwegian, and he was always proud that he
descended from the Vikings. "They would've set things straight. They wouldn't
fuck around. They would've put a bullet in that asshole's head a long time ago.
Drenched the goddamn floor with his blood." Dad got quiet then, just watched
John Wayne climb back on his horse.
For a moment, I wondered what the fake Christmas tree would look like,
with gray flecks of Howard's brain spattered across the glass balls, his blood
dripping from the plastic branches. At least then the tree would have a soul.
But then I heard Dad's voice again, a tired, sad tone, "But life isn't like a
western. You can't just go around shooting people, no matter how much the
sonofabitch deserves it. If I went off and killed that motherfucker, I wouldn't
be doing Mom or you any good, sitting in jail." And I suddenly realized what
Dad had been saying. If I loaded the shotgun and started pulling the trigger, I
would only be making myself feel better. If I blew Howard 's head off, it
wouldn't do anything for Mom. It wouldn 't help. At that moment I understood
that my mother had already found her peace. She had made her peace long
ago. My breath drifted out slowly, still hot from the fire inside. I wasn't here
to kill anybody. I was just here to look into the face of the man that had
butchered my mother's innocence. And to let him know that I would never
forgive him. Deep down, the fire held, anxiously licking at the edges of my
control, sizzling like hot bacon grease, impatient.
They were still shouting at each other. "ENOUGH!" l screamed. "Mom,
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let's go." She got up, her crooked teeth clenched, heading for the door. The
fear was gone from her eyes. I finally figured out that she hadn 't been afraid
for herself, she had been afraid for me. I faced Howard and Virginia, letting
the words spill out, filling the room. I wanted them to hear what I had to say
long after I was gone; I wanted the black fire to linger, to singe the walls, to
echo around that house. "There 's a special place waiting in hell for both of
you. But I hope it takes a while. I hope the both of you are alive and lonely for
a long, long time. I hope you're both fucking miserable. I hope you both rot,"
I hissed, holding onto the shotgun so hard my hands hurt. The rage was back,
the fire was threatening to swallow me whole, threatening to start shoving the
shells into the shotgun. I wanted to scream at them. I wanted to smash furniture. I wanted to destroy the house. I wanted to make them flinch . I wanted to
make them hurt. I wanted to kill them. I wanted to put giant fucking holes in
their heads.
But then Mom opened the front door and stepped into the evening sunlight. Howard and Virginia didn't move, Virginia frozen on the edge of the
couch, Howard standing next to her, hands on his hips, trying to stand taller,
both of them just watching me. Their blank faces were back in place, barely.
But it wasn 't hard to see the anger and confusion seething and boiling just
under the surface. Good. That was enough. Dad would have been proud. Hell,
the Duke would 've been proud. The Vikings, well, they probably still would
have killed the sonofabitch.
I turned to the open front door. As the setting sun sliced itself open on the
sharp mountains, it bl ed a soft orange light straight across the fields and
through the streets of the town. Mom stood just outside the door, waiting for
me, facing the western horizon off to my right, sunlight gently illuminating
her face. It didn 't erase the deep lines, but transformed them somehow into
simple signs of age, experience etched into her flesh . They no longer looked
like scars, like roadmaps of pain. Watching her look at the sun brought me
back with a jolt.
I let the shotgun barrel drift down by itself until it was pointing at the floor
and said simply, "Men-y fucking Christmas," then walked out into the cold,
clean air, following Mom to her unlocked car.
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Fourth of July

Drew Adamek

aseball was the only thing we knew. The only things that came close
to the magic of a sandy diamond were twenty-five-cent swimming
days at the leisure-center pool and lying to each other about the girls we made
out with. We filled our lives with excitement and urgency by pretending that
every pitch was full count with two out, bases loaded, bottom of the ninth. We
believed that we could be great; we believed that we would win every game.
We played on an overgrown sandlot behind an abandoned library. For us,
it was an untouchable place, a place where we made the rules. On our field,
the runner was always safe and the throw, always on time. We ran hard on
paper-plate bases with legs that felt like forever. Our breath came ragged and
forced as we raced to score; we were speechless with the effort to become
stars. We were dumb, bored kids chasing each other around an empty field
hoping, always hoping. Three colors mattered. Green grass, blue sky, and redstitched baseballs. Us, we were dirt-colored, with raspberry-spotted knees and
grass-stained badges of hustle on our shoulders and shins. We strutted with
limps and grins, our elbows and knees scabbed and red, so everyone could see
our injuries, see how tough we were. We wore our bandages made by our
mommas on our twisted ankles, tom elbows, and bruised hands. We were
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tough kids, and we took off our wraps to show well-earned wounds coppertoned by iodine, and played through the pain.
Our nicknames made us as old as the game itself. Fahim, my best buddy,
was Satchel Paige, because he was the oldest. The ugly twins from the projects were Dizzy and Daffy Dean. I got to be Lou Gehrig because I never
missed a game, and Felipe, the chubby Puerto Rican kid, was Roberto
Clemente. We had other names for each other, too. We should have worn uniforms with "Fart-Faced Butt Muncher," "Pansy-Assed Cherry Picker," and
"Wussy Toe-Lint Sniffer" stitched on our backs. We took pride in our namecalling. Calling someone a booger-eating, ass-chewing, gutter slut was as cool
as hitting a grand slam into dead-center field. We laughed at our names and
hollered for more hustle on the next ball.
The summer Fahim started shaving and the tall twin felt a girl's titty was
the first time we got called the name nigger.
It was a hot day, Fourth of July weekend, and the park district was throwing a carnival in the park next to our ball field. We were hanging out in a small
patch of grass between the Tilt-a-Whirl and smelly plastic outhouses facing
the midway. We watched intently the faceless crowd that flowed past us, waving and shouting at kids we knew. We whistled at the girls and flexed our tiny
knotted muscles every time we got a glance. The heat made us woozy and
faint, and for once we forgot about baseball. The Tilt-a-Whirl next to us
screamed and cranked, stopped, screamed, and cranked again.
Felipe and I sat on the ground while the twins wrestled in front of us to see
who was running for the next round of Slushies. Their shirtless catfish bellies
caved in and heaved out as they tangled themselves up, swearing at each other
quietly. Fahim leaned silently against a tree behind us, cool as Fonzie. I shouted cheerleader chants while Felipe jabbed the twins with a stick. We laughed
at their protests, begging them to hurry with thirsty voices.
The short twin rolled his brother off his back and into the spidery legs of
a tall white man, spilling the man's beer. His eyes were crooked and glazed,
and he wobbled when he moved. His long, greasy hair and beard looked like
an unmowed outfield. The twin lay on the ground in front of him and looked
up with laughter in his eyes.
"Hey," the man shouted, his face red and twisted, "look what you made
me do, you little shit. I spilled my fucking beer, goddammit."
"It was an accident, mister, be cool," said the twin. "I was just playing."
"Be cool? Fuck you, be cool." The man stared down and moved half a step
closer to the twin. "Get the fuck out of my way, you stupid little nigger."
He kicked the twin in the ribs with a shiny steel-tipped boot. The twin
jumped up and twisted his body towards me. On his chest, shiny like Vaseline,
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a bruise was starting to spread. A wet stream of fear, heat, and beer slid down
his spine, pooled in the small of his back, and leaked down his legs.
"You ignorant mud people are all the same." The man's hands were trembling as he shouted. He moved closer and closer, backing us against a tree.
"You stupid niggers and spies are always in the fucking way, causing problems
for decent white men."
The man swore through clenched teeth, reached his arm back and slapped
the shivering little boy in the face. The twin fell backwards onto his brother,
and they collapsed into a heap in front of me.
In a flash, Fahim darted forward and shoved the crazy man in the chest,
pushing him backwards. He flexed his hands into balled knots and stared at
the angry white face. The white man said the word gun and the tight muscles
in Fahim's shoulders twitched with laughter.
"I ain't afraid of yo gun, cracker," Fahim told him .
Felipe giggled and said, "Yeah, Puerto Rican want a cracker." The white
man started back at Fahim and smiled.
"You're one dead, stupid ape," he said.
The skinny claw of the white man reached across his body, slipped to his
belt, and pulled out a quick glint of metal. The gun shook as he pointed it at
Fahim 's face. As I looked at the black end of the barrel it widened and grew,
until it became an enormous tunnel that threatened to suck me in and swallow
me whole. Fahim's reflection shined and refracted off the shiny steel barrel.
No one said a word. The man's knuckles stretched and whitened as he pointed the gun at Fahim's face. His white smile twitched and widened . I screamed
at Fahim to slide, goddammit, st ide, but the boom of the gun came too quick.
A spray of warm fluid, like cooling Jell-O, splashed my face and burned
my eyes. Fahim spun backwards past me, waving his arms above his head like
he was chasing down a foul ball. I could almost hear him calling for it, I got
it, I got it . .. I got it. A small red rose bloomed at the base of his neck and
flowered down his chest. He fell against the trunk of the tree and slid down
into a catcher's stance. He coughed and choked, popping red bubbles out of
where his Adam's apple was supposed to be.
I felt something drip off my chin and wiped my face with a shaky hand. I
looked at the goo on my fingertips, fascinated with how bright and warm it
was. Everything was silent. The colors of the carnival melted into a spinning
pinwheel, turning round and round until I was so dizzy I wanted to puke.
The crowd stood still and watched numbly as the killer let out a yell and
tried to do a jig. He stumbled over his feet and nearly lost his balance. I shook
my head, trying to shake the whole thing away. My movement attracted his
attention. He stopped and stared, then laughed wickedly and pointed at my face.
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"Well, well, the little nigger-loving white boy got his wish. I kin tell you
want to be a nigger, only you ain't black like them niggers there. No, you red
like them Indian prairie niggers." He tried to steady himself as he raised the
gun. "Well, it don't matter now, does it? 'Cause you gonna be dead just like
your little nigger boyfriend there." He pointed the gun at Fahim who was trying to lift his hands to his throat, and he fired another shot into Fahim's chest.
Fahim's legs twitched and shook, and then he stopped moving.
The white man turned and aimed the gun at my face. His knuckles stiffened, and I waited for the boom. I could almost feel the bullet rip through my
forehead when a park ranger tackled the man from behind and threw him to
the ground. Instantly, the crowd collapsed onto the shooter, kicking, hitting,
shouting. I turned away from the mob and walked towards the tree. I fell to
my knees and stared at the thick wet grass underneath Fahim 's legs. I reached
out and smeared away the sticky stuff that was pooling and thickening on his
naked stomach. The twins stared at the crowd that was still devouring the
killer, neither of them moving a muscle. Felipe, lying on bis belly and screaming in Spanish, slapped the ground with his fists. Fahim died at the base of the
tree before the screaming of the Tilt-o-Whirl stopped.
I stood up and ran. I ran away from the dead boy who used to be my best
friend. I ran across our sandlot, kicking at the bases as I crossed the field. I
stopped and threw rocks at the chain-link backstop behind home plate. I wanted to scream, but I didn't have enough air in my lungs. I couldn't believe that
the games we played there no longer mattered. I didn't want to see that we
could lose now, that we didn't get to make the rules. We weren't heroes or Hall
of Famers anymore. We were niggers, spies, and poor white trash.
I ran for home. Not the home with a strike zone, but home where Momma
was. I needed Mornn1a, she would know what to do. Momma would tell me
that everything would be all right, she would tell me that Fahim was just sleeping for a little while. Momma would hold me between her great big tits and
never let anything like this happen again. I ran so Momma could kiss it and
make it better. Momma could tell me, Momma would know.
When I got to the screen door of our apartment I stopped to catch my
breath. I bent over and grabbed my knees so I could suck in deep gulps of air.
I turned quickly and hid my face when Momma opened the door. My back was
to her when she spoke and I didn 't answer her.
"Lou, what the hell are you doing making all this racket out here when you
know your baby brother is down for his nap?" Momma whispered "Damn," as
the screen door slammed behind her. She laid a cool hand on the middle of my
hunched back and said, "Honey, what have I told you about running like that?
You ' re gonna get a stitch in your side if you're not careful."
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I straightened up, took a deep breath, and turned to face Momma. The running and sweating made the mess on my face hard and brittle; it wa already
cracking like a cheap Halloween mask. When she saw my face she screamed
and fell backwards. "Momma," was all I could say, "Momma." My voice felt
soft and weak.
"Oh my God, baby, oh my God, oh my God, oh my God," Momma pulled
me towards her and ran her hands roughly over my body, through my hair, and
patted my face.
"Baby, what happened? Are you OK? Oh God, what happened, baby?
Where are you hurt?"
"Momma," I whispered, "Momma, your hands. " I pointed at the slime on
her fingers. Her hands were covered with red flaky stains. She screamed again
and tried violently to shake the blood off her hands.
"Is it yours? Louie, what happened? Oh God, tell me what happened,
Louie, tell me." I looked up at the tears rolling past her quivering lips, and I
put my hand on her shoulder.
"Water, Momma," I said, "I need a glass of water." My knees started to
buckle, and I didn't think I could stand for much longer.
I let Momma lead me into the kitchen . I sat at the cracked-plastic table and
waited for her to bring me a glass of water. My throat was dry and all my energy was gone. Momma came to the table with a glass and wet rag. I didn't
move as she wiped my face. The rough rag scraped my skin and pulled at my
face. Momma didn 't say anything as she wiped; she just bit her lower lip and
wrinkled her eyes. When she was done wiping my best friend off of my face
she sat down in front of me, crossed her hands, and stared.
"Well, it 's not yours," she said. "Do you want to tell me what happened?"
She twisted the rag back and forth in her hands, tightening and squeezing it
until a light red puddle formed on the floor at her feet. I shook my head and
pinched my mouth shut.
How do you ask, "Momma, why did a bad man blow my best friend 's head
off?" I wanted to tell her about everything that happened, but I couldn't find
the words. She couldn't understand; she wouldn't even be able to hear me. I
wanted to tell her that we didn 't have a pitcher anymore. I wanted to know
who was gonna pitch now? I had a million questions for her, sitting there that
afternoon. Why did my friends have to be niggers? Is Daddy ever coming
back? Why do the other kids say I smell bad, Momma? Am I always going to
be poor?
Not a word came out. I sat there swinging my legs listlessly, watching as
a cockroach tried to swim through the pink puddle of Fahim's blood at
Mamma 's feet, and I never said a word. I didn 't cry, I didn't scream, I just
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stared at the floor and waited for Momma to say something.
Something bard, cold, and bitter in my belly spread through my body, and
I knew I wouldn't cry because I was tough. I wouldn't scream because I
played through the pain. That's what we did. That's why I was Lou Gehrig,
the Iron Horse. And I am still Lou Gehrig because I come to play every day.
Names didn't mean anything but another game. Daddy was never coming
back. I couldn't be poor forever. I dared them to say I smell bad to my face
again.
I stood up and looked in Momma's eyes
"Momma, if the guys come here, tell 'em I don 't want to play baseball
anymore."
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Orange Wing

Andrea L. Bunch

ummer was about to break open. My friends and I were tugging at the
reins of our last year in high school. Backroading as fast as our fathers'
cars would go between the rows of short com and crowded cows, sitting up in
cool basements until six A.M ., gabbing and pouring Mountain Dew down our
throats. We ' d fix and fascinate on how wild next year was going to be; next
year, our first year of college. Our first year of freedom , as we saw it, was to
be full of tattoos, big cities, lots of parties, and maybe even a few interesting
classes. Our parents, of course, had no idea how many important minutes
needed to be spent on the volleyball sand and on the telephone. And in their
ignorance, they made us get summer jobs.
Some of us had been working already for a few years, at grocery stores
and in retail at the mall. But the luckier ones, like me, were only made to find
jobs now, when we were to be graduated . This "being graduated" held a lot of
weight for our parents, and we noticed phrases like "all grown up" and "adult
responsibilities" seep into common conversation. We eyed our elders with suspicion when they spoke to us like this. We had no intention of acknowledging
any of these little nasties that were peeking around the comer of our release
from the intolerable daily boredom of high school. But our parents seemed to
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feel that these things merited attention, and further, that some mysterious thing
about having a job would speed our ways toward this grim-sounding "adulthood."
So I, suspicions and all, set out to land a job where my mother was working. The Valley View Handicapped Development Center sounded like a worthy place to spend my time. I certainly didn't want to stand around at the
movie theater, taking tickets from pimply faced students who had gotten all
gussied up to sit in the dark and watch propaganda. And retail, well, the mall
in its entirety is not the place for someone so cynical. Bagging groceries
sounded worse than a poorly taught history class, and comhusking, well , comhusking sucks. Ifl must spend my summer fulfilling the stupid requirement of
work for pay, I wanted to help people in the process.
So I was excited as I stood at the deck of the Orange Wing that afternoon.
I had finished filling out all the meaningless papers for the government just
moments before and was ready to get to the warm fuzzies of this summer job.
I wanted to meet the residents.
"Oh! You want to meet some of the clients?" dripped Martha, the head living-aide of Orange Wing. She reached past one of the nurses standing with us.
They were all filling out charts, and each gave me a nod of recognition, not
really looking at me, not really looking at their paperwork, just viewing the
whole world through the dust of half-thoughts.
"Yeah, absolutely." I flipped my hair out of my face, hoisted my bag back
up onto my shoulder, and wondered if Martha ever stopped looking like someone important was watching her.
"Well, that's great." A thin muscle in her jaw flickered just under the skin.
As she placed her pen in its cup on the desk and walked around the counter,
her eyes darted down the hall and caught sight of a young man who was shuffling towards us with all the fingers on his right hand in his mouth.
"Here comes Cade now." She turned to me and smiled.
I dropped my bag by my feet and watched him scuff his slippers along the
linoleum. He was still about halfway down the hall, and I thought of all the
retarded people I had ever met. Most of them had been friends' sisters or brothers, or, more recently, my mom 's clients. I had enjoyed their company; I could
let social rules slide and simply be with another human being. But here, I had
been told, the people were much worse off. In fact, the reason they lived here
was because they needed constant supervision and access to medical care. So
I didn't know what sort of animal it was here, but this one was moaning a little, in time with dragging his feet.
The other nurse seated at the desk assured me, "Cade'll love to meet you."
The tone of her voice did not put me at ease. Cade came into the light as he
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got closer to us, and I could see that the slcin of his face was yellow and red,
cratered with sores. And even before I noticed his gentle eyes, I studied his
flattened nose-which actually curved over his top lip- as he brought his face
towards me.
"He's smiling; he likes you ." Martha stepped out of his beeline path
towards me and folded her arms. The flock of nurses seemed to be holding
their breath. Cade was definitely smiling, so I smiled back and told myself to
ignore the spit and snot that covered the bottom half of the young man 's face.
His stiff fingers wandered forward , quite smoothly, as he got close to me. I
thought maybe he wanted to shake hands, so I reached towards him.
He gripped my fingers with his wet ones and let slip a wistful, "Hmmm. "
Just as I thought how nice a greeting this was, he lurched forward and
smacked his face, snot and all, into my bare shoulder, sniffing a huge, juicy
sniff. All the nurses exploded into raucous waves of laughter as I cringed and
tried to keep smiling.
"Cade likes to sniff," someone said.
And he did. Leaning his face on my shoulder, he sucked in air until his
lungs were stretched as open as they'd go, then blew out through his nose,
cracking through lumps of snot, bursting bubbles between his skin and mine.
The snot dripping down onto my wrist made me shudder and almost shove
him away. The nurses and Martha were laughing hard, and hot embarrassment
began to flush the cheeks of my disgust.
Thankfully, all of their hooting and hollering made Cade stand up and
enjoy his audience. I nodded my head and smiled at all of them, acknowledging my little initiation, yearning for the bathroom and a few paper towels.
Some of the ladies waved their hands in the air and shook their heads as they
walked away from the desk, chuckling through round lips, moving their minds
on to the next task. One of them looked back,
"Welcome to Orange Wing, girlie."
I stepped away from Cade a little, trying to divorce myself politely from
my slimy new friend, but he rammed into me yet again, this time reaching his
wet hands around my waist to smell my stomach. A few of the nurses lagged
behind to appreciate my continuing torment. I patted Cade on the back, pretty
much unable to move or breathe with his tight grip around my midsection. I
was glad for less attention from outsiders this time as he exhaled all over my
shirt. This was repulsive, but I had snot too, and for a moment I thought about
returning his favor to him. Had we been alone, perhaps I would have. As it
was, though, I shrugged and figured the guy just needed a hug. In a minute,
I'll tell him I'm done, pry him off of me, and tritz off to the bathroom.
But Martha was coming to my rescue. She tugged at the back of Cade's
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worn-through shirt, and then at his shoulder when be did not respond. He
grabbed me tighter and moved his legs around so that I was between him and
Martha. He was no longer sniffing, just holding his breath, enjoying a little
game they had obviously played before.
Martha, however, was not enjoying herself. She scared me now, as she
pursed her lips and controlled her tone: "Cade, we are done."
"Oh, he's fine," I chuckled, wanting to dissipate her anger. "I'll just ... " I
slipped my hands between his solid arms and my stomach. "Hey, dude, it's
nice to meetcha, but I don't go this far on the first date!"
He came up out of my midsection with a huge smile. I hung onto his arms
and leaned myself away from him as he looked me in the eyes, swaying forward for a third sniff.
"No way, man," I laughed. He was revved up from all the laughter and
attention. We danced for a moment, he driving forward , me using the leverage
of our arms to make him stay standing, snotty face separate.
Suddenly, Martha flicked her hand out and yanked down hard on his wrist.
He stumbled back, his arms jerking out of my grasp . Her voice, sweet like the
taste of metal in a can of Coke, "Cade, you are done."
Cade squealed and wagged his fingers like ribbons in the air. His face
turned upward, he laughed like the women had, imitating their joyous sounds
almost exactly. I was amazed, but neither Martha nor the nurses that straggled
behind found anything amusing about the echo of their own laughter.
"OK, Cade, stop this now." He obviously understood her; he craned his
neck towards her and was silent for a moment after she spoke. But it felt too
good. All the excitement, all the laughter. He hopped up and down on both feet
and squealed higher.
I stepped away, looking down at the crust forming on my shoulder, and
was surprised to see a nurse circle the counter to aid Martha with Cade. But
what aid, I wondered? Cade was happy; be was laughing just as the ladies had
done. Wouldn't the wave of excitement run through this young man as it had
done all of us? No, I soon saw, it would not.
Still looking upwards toward the ceiling, he strained against the nurse as
she pushed the top of his head down. She wanted to be looked in the eye. His
eyes and head darted upward, but he had stopped laughing. Only a quiet
sound: "Ah hooeh?" floated up.
"No, Cade! " The other nurses and living aides drifted down the hall and
away from the scene. "You listen to me now!"
This was beyond me. The kid was in trouble for looking at the ceiling and
laughing. And as far as I could tell, he and I had been set up in the first place.
Maybe they thought they should punish him on my account.
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"It's really OK," I touched Martha's shoulder lightly, "I'm fine. It was
great to meet him ... "
"No, no he's not fine. He knows he's not supposed to sniff. Don't you
Cade?" He still looked up, feigning that he couldn't hear her, but his chin jutted out slightly towards her and betrayed him.
But I thought you knew he would sniff when you called him down the
hallway. An amusing sort of hazing for the young, arrogant summer help. But
now this?
Then, fast as a spark, through the two women holding him, he slammed,
slammed his face onto the Formica desktop. They jumped on him shouting,
"Cade, Cade. Ob now, Cade." He looked back at me as they dragged him to
bis room. Between bis eyes, deep red seeped into the white of impact, and he
began to wail as he disappeared around the comer.
Seven weeks later, I sat on the cement floor of the steamy institutional
bathroom in Orange Wing, filling out a body-check chart after having given
eighteen-year-old Cade his daily bath. He scatted a little as he reached behind
him to dab water droplets from his back, "Doo bib dobi da ... " I had secretly
begun to let him dry himself off; he was now completely capable. As I circled
red marker on the outline of a body to indicate that the standard lesions on his
face had not changed, I enjoyed his little arhythmic tune. I thought to record
these new abilities in the "notes" section in the back of his folder, but unapproved educational programs were a no-no. Anyway, I didn 't have time. All
the residents had to be bathed before noon, I had two more to go, and there
were other aides waiting to clean their clients. So I hoisted my tired ass off the
cement and grabbed the spray gun.
"Hey. Hey, Cade." I got his attention. "Cover your face." He just stared at
me. "Cover your face." I motioned with my hand over my mouth and nose.
Slowly, he raised his towel to his face and kept it there while I sprayed the tub
and walls down. I didn't like the idea of someone already so sick breathing in
the foul mist that spurted out of the disinfectant gun. Has to be cancerous. I
chucked the gun against the wall and let it bounce madly around on its rubber
tube. Maybe the damn thing would break. As it dangled in the comer, I helped
Cade dress, pulling sticky socks over not quite dry feet.
My summer was churning along. While I was not at work, I mowed the
lawn or met chattering friends for ice cream and fast drives in the country. My
friends didn't have much to report about their jobs; they elected not to think of
work while fireflies flashed in the dark green forests of cornstalks, and we
smacked mosquitoes away from our legs. Maybe I, too, would have been better off not thinking of work at times like these. But our conversations bored me.
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I became annoyed at the endless repeat of topics and pallid worries.
Worries about things like exactly what we would pack up and carry to school,
things like, did Jamie actually have sex with Jeremy or did they just go to third
base, things like whether or not it was less healthy to smoke menthols or regulars- these things no longer sparked my interest. I would push the menthol
smoke out of my once-pink lungs and lean back on the windshield of my pickup. And I'd see their faces. I'd think of them sleeping, two or three to a room,
the fluorescent light of the hallway streaming in through the cracked door,
flashing off a wheelchair or bed rail.
Some of them, I knew from my night shifts, slept tied to their beds.
"If we don't tie 'em," one meaty woman explained, "they get up and wander all over hell." She cinched the strap across a girl named Deanne's legs.
"One night, if you can believe it, we found Brad smack in the middle of the
kitchen floor, eatin' the rest of dinner's butterscotch pudding!" She shook her
head at the bunch of crazies.
"Oh, I can hardly believe it. A midnight snack." She frowned at my sarcasm and went into the next room.
In the next room lay Gerald and Danny. Danny, whose gums I ripped
every day in the struggle to brush his teeth, rocked back and forth in his bed
all night. I do not think I ever saw him sleep. The nurse pushed a pill down his
throat and turned off Gerald's radio, always tuned to the station that played the
most Elvis. He moaned in protest.
"Yeah, Gerald, you always say that." And she continued like this until
each client of Orange Wing had been "pilled for bed" as she liked to say. Then,
thankfully, she would leave me to go sit in the nurses ' station next to the comforting flicker of her TV.
I did not go sit with her to crunch chips and chatter as did most of the
night-watch living-aides. I would slip into the kitchen, so I could bathe in the
moonlight and stretch my tired back. In the stillness, I could feel them. Often,
I would find myself hurriedly smearing away hot tears as the nurse came
around for her three o' clock bed check. In the moonlight, I could feel themall the residents in their white-sheeted steel beds. Sometimes I would hear a
shout out into the night; some nightmare that I couldn't see but was constructed all around me. I wandered from room to room, looking for an answer,
an idea that would get them out of this sterile, cement-block hell. As I watched
these people sleep, or stare, I learned that their biggest problem was not their
illnesses, but their society's cure.

I looked in pressed-wood drawers, half full of folded underwear and
socks, and saw no pictures of families or letters from loved ones. These kids
are younger than I am, and nobody comes to visit? I leaned my arm on the

182

Hair Trigger 23

empty night table as I knelt down next to Brad. As he twisted his arms under
his straps, so did my stomach. I felt like I was under those straps with him .
Why was no one mad that he couldn't get a comfortable night 's sleep just
because of some leftover butterscotch pudding?
"Well, I am mad about it, Brad, and you certainly are." I unfastened the
strap across his chest. As he untucked his arms and scratched his nose, I heard
a faint rhythm coming from down the hall and followed my ears down the
bright hallway to Cade 's room. The closer I got, the more horribly certain l
was of the sound I was hearing. I rounded the corner and illuminated the dark
room with light from the hallway. There sat Cade, kneeling on his bed, swinging his head back and lifting his butt up off his heels to smack his face into the
concrete wall as hard as he could. Each impact had a moan that preceded it,
rising to the moment when his forehead thudded, cracked, sloshed into the
unforgiving yellow cement.
"Cade!" Bounding onto the bed, I put my hand between the wall and his
face. Pain shot up into my biceps as he smacked into the back of my hand. I
don't think he had heard me, but he felt the difference in the impact, and
swung his elbow like a spear into my gut, sending me reeling onto the floor.
When I could breathe again, I stood up, grabbing his arms from behind him;
his rocking head rolled forward , hitting only air. He squeezed out a long, rageful grunt and slammed his head backwards, directly into mine.
"Oh fuck." Barely conscious, I plopped back into the darkness on the bedroom floor. I don't know what he did for a second or two , but when I looked
up, I could see through a dark mist that he stood on the bed, whacking blood
out of the bridge of his nose and into small pools in the craters of cinder block.
I had never been hit in the face before, or in the gut for that matter, and I
found that I simply could not move for a few moments. I dumbly wavered my
head around, soaking up the frenzy, the red frustrated passion of a man I had
come to consider my friend . He hated himself, he hated his life, and he hated
me for thinking I could soothe any part of this sweltering sore. I couldn't stop
the flow of energy from one human to another. I couldn't stop the sparks of
rage igniting a fire inside me. I was hot with how much I despised this place,
how sickened I felt by the callousness of my culture. I leapt up onto the bed.
Before he could swipe me off I wrapped my arn1 around his chest and latched
onto the back of his head like a spider around its prey. He swung his head
back, always willing to try for one more smack before he was stopped for
good. I, however, swung with him. And when he careened forward, my hand
across the back of his skull, I added my fury to his own.
His face hit the wall so hard we bounced back and stumbled onto the
floor. He shrieked and tried to scramble out of my grip, but l had no problem
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overpowering him, so hot was my frustration. Even on the wet, slippery
linoleum I braced my legs and jostled him around until, from behind him, I
could lock my hands at the back of his neck, my elbows pulling his shoulders
back and rendering his flailing arms useless. One good crack to my shin sat
me down on the bed, pulling Cade with me. I wrapped my legs around the
sweat-drenched young man and clamped my feet under his knees. He pushed
and pulled and struggled. I squeezed down like a vice and held him, held
myself, held my thoughts and breath, my mouth open, my eyes squeezed shut.
We stayed like that until he went limp with exhaustion. I could barely
untangle my cramped fingers to let him out of my hold. Dripping with sweat,
tasting the blood on my teeth, I noticed his roommate, a man who never communicated anything to anyone, watching us from his bed. I stood and went
into the suite's half-bathroom, splashing water on my face and feeling my
breath come back to me in jerks and starts. I dampened a washcloth for Cade,
but he would not take it. He just crawled into bed, sweaty pajamas and all, and
stared out into the moonlight.
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Letter to a Friend
in Philly
Anton Kociolek

To

the Invincible Tak One,

Ay, yo, what up, kid? Just got back from school, thought I'd get this
fuckin ' letter over with. Man, goddam school 's been kickin' my ass, yo . Feels
like years since I could just recline, unwind, and find time to think, you know.
I'm not even gonna touch on that shit from last time again, though. That shit
just goes without saying. Strive and persevere might as well be tattooed into
my fuckin ' cardioid muscle, son. Yo, I was thinkin' about headin ' out there for
a week or two when school lets out, if I can scrape together some funds and
shit. I just got this powerful need to get the fuck out of here, out of this damn
city, even just a brief escape. The vibe here seems to be gettin ' tenser at a
rapidly accelerating rate. I mean, shit was never nice, but it's just gettin ' like
. . . how can I say it? It's like that scene from Star Wars, you know, when
they're all trapped in the garbage smasher on the detention level, and ' 3PO
won't answer the fuckin ' Comm-Link. I need a fuckin ' vacation! Shit! Kids
been gettin ' shot left and right the past three weeks. I don't even hardly chill
around here at all anymore. Fuckin' last night I decided to squander some of my
rare free time chillin ' with them cats on Division, and ended up in the middle
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of some wild shit. We were sittin' on the benches, you know, in front of Just
Dance, arguing about music; I don't even know why I bother opening my
mouth around those cats about, shit, anything. Motherfucks don 't even attempt
to question the bullshit. And it was hot as hell last night, humidity clinging to
every inch of me, making me feel like a tree in a sweltering jungle, just dripping moisture. Fuckin' pigs were circling around like overweight vultures, the
whole spot just had this mad, tense feel, yo, even tenser than usual. A hair 's
breadth from the breakin' point. Man, the whole situation was permeated with
this overwhelming sensation that somethin' was going to happen, that something had to happen. That feeling you get when you know that shit is just waiting for a reason to happen. And then it happened. I was right in the middle of
one of my futile, anti-wack rants, when some guy's voice rose above the constant din coming from in front of the Dominican bar. Yo, you know how it gets
up in there Saturday nights, drunken scenes and shit, so I anticipated the
impending fight and turned my attention on this tall, light-skinned cat in a
sweat-soaked dago-T, who was vociferously conveying his extreme rage in
heavily accented, expletive-saturated Spanglish. The object of his intense
anger was this short, cocky, jet black Dominican who just stood in front of the
dude, drunk enough to not give a fuck, but sober enough to be not wobbling
even a little bit. That dangerous kind of drunk. The guy was just standin' there,
kid, staring dead at this big-ass, heavily intoxicated muthafucka who was
loudly threatening him in two languages. Short guy just stood there, waited for
the tall cat to say whatever the fuck he was tryin ' to say, and then calmly
informed him that, no, he ain't got his money, adding the Spanish equivalent
of "Suck dick and die." The shitjust broke then. Tall dude just fuckin ' lost it,
swung his long-ass arm and connected with dude 's face, hitting him like thunder, hard enough to send one of those sweat sprays flyin ' out of dude's bead.
That sent the crowd into a commotion, about ten guys jumped in and tried
their best to pull them apart. But the tall cat hung on tenaciously to short guy's
face, wrenching it in the grip of his foot-long fuckin ' hands, and the whole
time some fat guy was screaming, "What the fuck, cool that shit out, Papa! "
The breaker-uppers finally succeeded in ripping dude away, throwing him
against the wall and forming a barricade around him while he just kept
screaming in garbled Spanish, spit flying out of his mouth in a goddamn rainstorm. And the short dude just stood there spitting blood out his mouth sideways, burning eyes glaring out from his rapidly swelling face, eyes that stood
locked on dude throughout the whole fuckin' incident. People hovered around
him, as.kin' ifhe was all right and shit, and be ignored them,just absent-mindedly nodded and stared. No one was even looking for it. Tall guy had his face
turned halfway away, talking mad shit. And this short cat just leaped at ' im,

186

Hair Trigger 23

whipping out a blade in a blinding flash and slicing dude's face like Jell-0. He
slashed his face like five times before anyone could even begin to react. All
hell broke loose. Muthafuckas went nuts on him, tryin' to disarm him by sheer
force of numbers. But kid turned around like a damn cat and slashed his way
through the crowd. Ay yo, he parted that muthafucka like the Red Sea, like
clippers through a scalp full of hair. He broke free and ran off down Campbell,
with all of dude's boys launching a barrage of beer bottles behind him. A regiment broke off and tried to chase after him, but that shit was truly hopeless,
kid. That man was out like greased lightning on amphetamines. I wasn't about
to be there when the pigs arrived to feed from the slop bucket, so I jetted out
to 'Lando 's crib, to see what's up with some beats. I'ma send you something,
whenever I get around to actually finishing something, you know. That's my
word. Fuck yo, I'm runnin ' out of ink and time, son. I'm going to have to end
this a little prematurely. I wanna get some assignments done for once, and I
wanna get this to the mailbox so it can get sent out tomorrow morning. I'm
going to talk to your sister about that as soon as I can. I'll write you again, Joe.
When your guy comes through with that I'll fill you in on what happened.
Until next time, handle your shit.
ONE LOVE

Anton Kociolek
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Listen up, Ponch!

David M. Pecoraro

, ' Listen up, Ponch! I cou ld sit here and list a hundred different ways
to kill a man using just the shit in this fuckin' dining room . Man,
I'd take that fuckin' butter knife from you and cut a hole in the fuckin ' seat
and shove your face in there until you fuckin' suffocated. I'd climb up on the
seat and reach into the fuckin' ceiling and strangle you with the fucking electric wires and shit."
Justin was a philosopher. Well, be thought so, anyway. And that was good
enough for me. And in bis mind, it was justification enough for him to spread
his own personal philosophies to anyone who would listen, be it his friends,
fellow employees, total strangers. Right now, he was "philosophizing" for two
customers, a passive dude in his twenties in a faded Nirvana T-shirt with a
black windbreaker hanging over it, and his not-quite-so-passive girl, a shorthaired blonde in a gray-speckled black sweater and sixties-style dark brown
glasses.
As for Justin, I'd heard him described by countless customers as "that
marine dude from Steak n' Shake." That was largely accurate. He was six feet
tall with a standard military crew cut. Company dress code mandated that he
wear slacks and a white shirt, but you got the feeling he took a sort of pride in
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this uniform. Still, he bitched about it plenty. His arms were lined with tattoos
of Japanese figures. Translated, they said something about courage, though I
could never remember what. Justin was intimidating and he knew it. He got
hi s kicks from proving people 's preconceived notions wrong.
I can still remember the first time I ever paid any attention to him. We
were both products of the same high school, and in my junior year I had a
psych class with him. I remember sitting at a desk paging through some pretentious novel or other and discussing some sort of equally pretentious music
with a friend of mine. Sitting in the half-empty room waiting for class to start,
I could hear his voice from around a comer. Even before I had ever talked to
him, it stood out from all the other noise in the hall. "You muthafuckin ' pansyass pussy-lickin' bitch. I'll reach down your goddamned throat and pull your
fuckin ' appendix out and wrap it around your fuckin ' neck, you goddamned
piece of shit." It was the sort of thing I heard him spout every day so I didn 't
pay any attention to it until he tromped into the classroom and stopped right
in front of me and Mike with a piercing, "Hey! "
We looked up in unison, trying to remain cool. Standing at attention before
us was six feet and two hundred pounds of badass, his two arms holding each
other tightly behind his back. Mike threw me a quick What-the-fuck? look as,
to our surprise, he addressed us in a calm, mostly collected manner. "You ever
stop to think that maybe nothing really exists except like in your fuckin' mind
and shit, and in reality, like, the world around us is nothing more than how we
perceive it? But then, like, if that's true, nothing really exists except in our
mind, and then how do we even know our own mind exists? I mean maybe it's
all part of something even bigger, y 'know, some ... fuckin ' thing we can't
even, like, begin to comprehend."
I stared at him in awe.
He stared back, repeating himself. "You ever stop to think about that?"
The classroom was quickly filling up but he did not seem to care at all . He
stood there in thought for a moment and as I was about to talk he walked back
into the hall and continued bitching out whomever was there.
Like I said, Justin was a philosopher. After a while, you got used to his
demeanor, his mood swings, and so forth . The dude sitting across the aisle
from me had yet to realize this. He quickly shot a bewildered look my way in
search of some sort of reassurance. I smiled back, and turned my attention
fully to Justin who was still busy enlightening the couple across from us .
"I'm not joking, man, I'm a fucking marine. I am trained in all means of
this shit. I am a government-trained killing machine. It's what they teach us to
do, man. When you 're a marine your every last thought is ' kill,' because they,
like, fuckin ' condition you that way. Every night before you go to bed, the last
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thing you whisper after you've jerked off and said your prayers is ' kill. '
You ' re fucking conditioned to do it," he told them, sitting calmly, fork in hand,
in front of a plate with some eggs and a couple of pancakes on it. "Bet you
never heard about that, eh Ponch?"
"No, I haven 't .. . ," said the dude, stuffing his mouth. He looked like he
wanted terribly to laugh but was afraid of what would happen if he did.
" I fuck.in ' killed seventeen people," Justin added, slamming his fork down
to his plate and wiping his mouth with a napkin that had been previously hanging from his shirt, "and the government knows about each and every one of
them. There are all sorts of things going on in the military I cannot even fucking begin to tell you about, man. Fuck.in ' secrets and shit. You don 't even want
to know. "
He jumped up from the seat and continued. "But see, man, they fuck.in '
train us. Some guy comes in here with a gun, trying to rob the place and shit,
they tell us not to be a hero. Fuck that shit. This place gets robbed, I' m the one
getting blamed. Fuck it, man. I'm not scared. I know how to react. I can have
that fucker disarmed and through that fuckin' plate-glass window bleeding to
death in the drive-through lane in under a minute. I'm not kidding.
"Now, man, I don't believe in fucking violence. You need to understand
that." He sat back down again. The dude's eyes were plastered wide open, still
giving that confused look. His girlfriend finally broke into laughter.
"Violence, y'know. No fucking good can come from it. And that's my philosophy, really. I' m like a fuck.in' whatsit, a fuck.in ' pacifist and shit. But I swear
if you so much as try to hurt someone I care about, man ... " Justin turned to
me, looking for reassurance of his own. I looked back at the couple across
from us, raised my eyebrows and nodded silently. "Like if you even considered laying a fucking finger on my girl, or on Don here. Fuck.in' A, just know
that I am fully prepared to rip your fucking balls out, feed 'em to you, and ram
a fuck.in ' metal pipe up your ass for dessert."
The girl who was sitting across the aisle from Justin spoke up, "And what
if I pissed you off?"
" What?" he shot back, utterly confused at the question, a smile across his
face betraying the spark of angry confusion in his eyes.
"What if I fucking pissed you off?" she retorted slowly, intentfully.
Justin looked at me and then to the man across from me, as if silently making sure we got the joke before slapping his hands on the table and letting himself fall back into the booth. " Man, I'd never hit a fuck.in ' girl."
Justin and I worked the third shift together at a Steak n' Shake in the middle of what had to be the prototype for the stereotypical suburban wasteland.
Hoffman Estates, Illinois-where the picket fences were white, the families
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were nuclear, a strip mall spotted every comer, and no one was ever more than
five minutes away from the nearest Blockbuster. Ever. When I first took a job
as a waiter, years earlier, I had never expected to be working in the middle of
the night. But as the years progressed and my disgust for the town grew, I found
this was the only time I could cope with my surroundings in a sane manner.
And so Justin and I spent our nights at a little fast-food joint nestled snuggly in the middle of The Town That Capitalism Built. Aside from Gabrielle
and Naun, it was usually just the two of us. Justin was technically in charge,
though I did as much managerial work as he did. On random evenings, we'd
be graced by the presence of Tino-who was as close as it came to a real manager after 10:00 P.M.--or by an extra waitress. But for the most part it was just
me and Justin every night, all summer long.
It was a small place. Fifteen booths and probably as many tables, arranged
neatly in rows at the start of each night, though by the end of the night, the
tables would inevitably be scattered. The floor was white tile with the occasional black checker. But as we were the only shift that mopped on even a
semiregular basis, it tended to be covered by dirt by the time we got there. To
the left of the door when you walked in was a gray Formica counter with a
couple of cash registers. Behind it was Gabrielle's grill. And to the right of the
counter was the service station, with two computers for ringing up orders, the
soda machine, coffeemaker, supplies, and so forth. The rest of the store's back
was hidden from its customers-the shake machine, the dishwasher, the
refrigerator, the office, and the drive-through window.
On the average night, I came in around ten o'clock and left around sunrise. Usually, it was busy around 1:00 A.M ., at which point we were free to do
whatever we chose. Sometimes we chatted with each other or customers; other
times we played chess. Sometimes he slept while I read; sometimes the opposite occurred. Some nights it stayed busy really late; others I had plenty of
spare time to do my cleaning.
This had been a quiet night, and the little art-deco dining room was fairly
clean, just a few dirty tables here and there. Aside from the couple we sat talking to and a pair of drunkards in a faraway booth who sat muttering inexplicably to one another over long cold cups of coffee, the place was empty. Plenty
of time to sit around tonight.
"Well, I'll leave you to finish your meal, man," Justin said, apparently
snapping out of his "philosopher" mode. He got up and moved to another
booth. "I don't mean to, y' know, intimidate and shit."
"No, it's ... OK."
But by that point, Justin had flopped down into his new booth, where he
lay sprawled out and half asleep. "Just lemme know if you guys need anything
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else," I said, picking up my book. The girl laughed.
"I think we're OK. Thanks."
I got up to pour myself a drink. Two minutes later, as soon as they felt it
was safe, I guess, they left.
"Shit, was she hot!" I cried out the moment she walked out the door,
pumping vanilla syrup into my Sprite and waking Justin from his nap.
"Nah, you don't want her, dude. She smelled too good," Justin told me,
pulling himself out of the booth and lighting up the last of his Camels.
"Those fucking glasses, the short hair, the sweater. That was my type," I
went on, sitting down across from where he'd just been, letting his words sink
in. "What the fuck are you talking about, smelled too good?"
He sat down again at the table and looked me in the eye over a couple of
dirty dishes. "Dude, let me teach you something about women. This is coming from someone who really knows, OK?"
"All right," I said patiently, sticking a straw into my clearish-brown beverage and beginning to stir.
"You don't want a girl who smells too fuckin' nice. Y'know why?"
I shook my head. "Why?"
"Dude, girls who wear a lot of perfume, who smell all like flowers and
fuckin' dewy meadows and shit, the ones who, like, bathe in fuckin ' ode-daytoy-let, I guarantee you, man. The reason they put all that shit on, is 'cause
they're hiding something."
I raised my eyebrows and lowered my head-the customary You 're kidding me, right? look.
"Dude, that girl didn't come within five feet of me and I could still smell
her fuckin' perfume. I don 't care what she looks like, I guarantee you man,
that girl's pussy reeks to high heaven."
"Oh, Christ ... " I got up to get my tip off the table and caught a brief whiff
of daisies. "Stop it. That's so insignificant. And besides, you don 't know for
sure."
"Yes, I do, man! " he said through spurts oflaughter, slamming his fists on
the table. "And besides," he stopped laughing, "have you ever gone down on
a girl with a really bad-smelling pussy?"
"Ah, Jesus! " I muttered, looking face down at the table.
"Well," he continued, cracking up, which only made things worse. Much
like everything else he did, Justin laughed larger than life. He was as animated as can be; his laughs loud, intentful , and spaced out, accompanied by a
throwing back of the head. It was hard to ignore. "Have you?"
"No. No, I have never gone down on a girl with a really bad-smelling
pussy."
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"Then take it from me. You do not want a girl whose pussy smells. Now,
I'm not one of those fuckin' guys who thinks all girls smell like rotting fish or
any of that shit. Most pussy, good pussy ... I love the taste of good pussy. And
it's like every girl's slightly different, man. It's like a fuckin' buffet, man,
you've got all your different food groups and shit. But, bad pussy. Believe me,
man-you don't want to go near that shit."
"I don ' t believe you ... ," I muttered, getting up and heading to the service station to grab a bus tub. It seemed the best way to fight a force this
ridiculous was just going to work.
"Dude, you're turning all red, what's up with that?" he said, falling over
into the booth laughing. "You're fucking hilarious ."
I took the tub to a table as far away from him as possible and began to load
the dirty plates and half-finished milkshakes into the black, plastic tub.
"More importantly, dude, the last thing you need right now is another girl
to push you around and be your boss and fuck you over and shit," he called
out. "And that girl was fuckin' pushy. You don't need any more of that shit."
"Well, thanks, I guess."
"Dude, just trust me on this," he got up and headed over my way to help
me bus . "You'll find someone who's not gonna treat you like shit, but you
gotta watch out in the meantime, man. Girls can be fuckin' trouble. Take it
from someone who knows."
I filled the rest of the bus tub and turned back to the service station. He
quickly reached over to the next table, took a few glasses in his fingers and
followed. "Dude, before I met Amy, I had given up on girls completely. I
swear. I was no longer interested. I thought there was something wrong with
me. I'm serious, I was scared for a while. I mean, yeah, I got turned on by
chicks, but I had, like, fuckin ' lost all interest in anything but looking and
jerkin' it, y'know?"
"Yeah, I know. You've just described my life," I told him, putting down
the bus tub and grabbing another one. "Only in my case, it's not so voluntary."
"Dude, don't worry about that shit," he said, loading the bus tub. "I'm
gonna find you someone, I told you. I'm gonna hook you up with some pussy.
Don't worry."
"I'm not ... "
He stopped me, "Yeah, I know you want the whole yard, not just the
fuckin ' bush, I gotcha. We'll find you a real nice, smart girl who'll blow you,
too." He finished loading the bus tub. "But I was saying ... I thought there
was something wrong with me, man. I was fuckin' ... I thought I was gay for
a little while. You know Andy Winslow? Gay guy from Schaumburg? Yeah,
well, I fuckin' slept with him once. I mean, we didn't have sex or anything,
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but I tried it, man. I didn't know what the fuck was going on, but that guy had
the fuckin' hots for me, be fuckin' wanted me and shit. And I don't know, I
was all confused, I guess. I slept with him, like in his bed, but we dido 't fuck
or anything. I don't know man, I tried, y'know, I tried to fool around and stuff.
But still, I couldn't bring myself to fuckin' do it, man. I tried. I felt bad for
Andy. Poor kid's missing out and shit. But he said it was OK. You know, he
didn't want to force it or anything. He's still a good guy. If you ever turn gay,
you should hook up with him." He stopped me from saying anything. "Yeah,
I know that's not how it fuckin' works. You don't have to give me the PC liberal drill. I got it. I've been in his fuckin' bed, I'm more pro-gay than you are,
Ponch."
I got up and took the tub over to the dishwasher, and then headed back to
repeat the cycle once again. The service station had no more bus tubs so I figured I'd move on to other side work for the time being. I went back to the table
he was standing at, where he wiped the seat with an already dirty rag while I
filled up the salt and pepper shakers.
"But y'know, then I met Amy and shit. And it was, like, all solved, y'know
... Everything felt right again. I knew it the moment I saw her. And I told her
that, man. First day I ever fuckin' laid eyes on her, I saw her and I walked up
to her and I said, 'You. Me. We're going out this weekend. I'm going to take
you out, we'll go to whatever restaurant you'd like. I'll take you to
Mangiano's, I'll buy you anything off the menu you'd like, and then afterward, anything you want to do, we'll do it. All of it-on me. What do you
say?"
I stopped. "You're kidding me. That worked?"
"Well, I'm with her now, aren't I?"
"Fuck, I could never be that bold."
"Why not, man? You just gotta have confidence."
"You just answered your own question," I said, moving on to the next
table.
"All right, well, we'll work on that, but, man, that girl! I know I keep on
telling you, Don, but I can't believe it. I've been with a lot of women. A whole
lot of women. You know that. But this isn't about sex. Really. I mean, the sex
is great. She's got the cutest little ass, y'know? I mean, I know she doesn't
seem like the wild sex type, but that girl can fuck. But it's not about that, really. I really, just, fuck, I love being with her. Lying in the back of my truck
together and looking at the stars or, y'know, doing goofy shit. Like tonight, her
friend came over and we all hung out together and watched the MTV awards
and then after her friend left we were just like, fucking goofin' around, singing
some dumbass song or something. It was fuckin ' great. You know what I
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mean, man?"
"Yeah," I told him, putting the goo-covered ketchup bottle into my apron
and moving onto 3-1 where I began methodically picking up after the drunks
who had just left. "I know it's been a while, but I think I can remember ... "
"Yeah, you 've been there too. I know. I'm not saying that. It's just like,
fuckin ', it's like, it doesn 't matter what the fuck 's going on, y'know, my
fuckin ' Dad or Patty and her fuckin' shit-hole job, or any of that shit. It 's like,
when I'm with Amy, none of that shit fuckin ' matters. You know what I'm
saying?"
"Yeah," I called out as I rushed to the service station, my arms full of
glasses and plates. "You ' re in love with her."
I looked across the tiny little restaurant. It was hardly in the perfect state
it had been when I came in, but I hardly cared. The tables were back where
they belonged, they were relatively clean, and I was tired, so it was good
enough. It 's not as though I had to worry about being fired. Job security was
one of the many perks of working the shift that no one wanted.
I sat down across the table from him and watched silently as he pulled a
small pocket-sized notebook and pen out of his back pocket. Placing the small ,
black book on the table with slight hesitation, he began writing in it. I sat and
watched him for about two minutes, as he worked in a trancelike silence, alone
in some zone only he knew. Then I spoke up. "Hey man, if you gimme the
money, I'll go pick up the smokes for you real quick. But I gotta go pretty
soon. My dad needs the car."
He didn 't seem to care. "You know what I used to write in this book?" he
asked before looking and making his hand still.
"Yeah. You've told me."
He closed the book and held it between the table and his palm, while grabbing his last cigarette from the pack on the table. "OK, I saw this movie, right?
This guy in it, he's got this fuckin ' book and he writes in it, he writes like all
his fuckin ' sexual conquests and shit. He's got this fuckin ' code and shit. He
ranks all the chicks he sleeps with. I used to do shit like that, man. I used to
have this fuckin ' book. All I'd write in it was about all the women I fucked .
And I fucked a lot of women, man, let me tell you." A smile crept across his
face while he took in a deep first drag.
"I know," I said, staring at the restaurant's back wall. I'd had this conversation a few too many times .
"Well, I used to write about them in here," he told me, standing up and letting the book slide back into his pocket. "But I don 't fuckin ' do that anymore.
I write, like, fuckin ' poetry and letters I don't plan on sending and shit.
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Y'know? You ever do that? Like write letters to people you don't ever want
them to read? Just, like, the kind of shit you really need to fuckin' say. You
know, to get it out of your fuckin' system?"
"Yeah. I know what you're saying." I got up and sat on top of the seat's
back. "I do the same thing sometimes. Not all in one book, though, ' cause I'm
not all that organized, but you know. Same basic idea. It's good. It 's important. It helps you to get, like, a grip on what you're feeling, y'know."
This was the sort of conversation we'd have every night. We tended to say
the same things to one another over and over again, but there was always
something genuine about it, nonetheless. Maybe it was just that we were two
people who really liked to talk. It didn't really seem to matter what we talked
about.
"So what are you writing about now?"
"I'm writing a letter to Amy."
"Amy? Is everything all right? I thought you said things were going well."
"They are, but . . . well, I'm fuckin . . . this shit goes nowhere, man."
"Of course."
"OK, I don't know." He started pacing around the restaurant, straightening
menus here, pushing salt and pepper shakers an inch into place there. I followed him doing the same. "I guess, like, some of her friends ... I don 't know.
Tonight, for example ... When I was over at her house. Like, her parents
fuckin' love me. They feed me dinner and talk to me and shit. Her dad used to
be in the army. I was talking to him some. We watched the History Channel
for a while. Some of that shit's pretty fuckin' cool, y' know? Her fuckin'
grandma, sweet old lady, she thinks I'm like the fuckin' culmination of, like,
all that's still good and pure in the world." He started to laugh a bit.
"It's fuckin' hilarious." He stopped laughing. "But her friends . .. " In fact,
he got a bit angry. "Her friends are all fuckin' dicks to me. Like these guys
came over last night, right? And at first they're being all nice to me and shit.
Putting up a fuckin', uh ... whatsit ... a fuckin' pretense and shit. But then
all they do, like, the whole fuckin' time they're there, they keep on laughing
to Amy about me whenever I fuckin' say shit. And, like, this one fuck, right?
Fucking asshole hitting on her the whole goddamn night. Like right in front of
me and shit! Like, he's got his arm around her and shit. I can just see him.
Fuckin' , 'Amy, this guy's no good for you. But don 't worry. I' II be there when
he fucks you over.' Don't worry? I was gonna kill him, that fucking bitch! He
has no fucking idea."
"So what'd you do?"
"Dude, he was being such an asshole. I wanted to kill him. I wanted to
stuff his head through a fucking plate-glass window. I'm not kidding."
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"I know."
"And, like, I'm like a pacifist, right? I don 't like getting in fucking fights,
' cause when I do, I'm, like, I'm a trained fuck.in' killing machine. Fuckin'
death-o-matic or some shit, right?" He chuckled a bit. "And, like, I don't want
to get in a fight with no one, ' cause I don't know what I might do if I get
fuckin ' angry."
He went on. I listened but I didn't really hear the words. Yet I still knew
what he was saying. This is what I mean. We'd had this conversation a hundred times before. Yet it was still every bit as significant to him as it had been
the first hundred times. And so it was significant to me as well.
"Dude, what if she, like, fuckin' leaves me? I don't think I could handle
that shit. And what the fuck is that, anyway? Since when did this shit fuck.in'
matter? Since when do I get this worked up over a fuck.in' girl?"
"Because you love her?"
He knew I was going to say it, but he still wasn't prepared. He muttered
something, then reached into his pocket and pulled out a wad of bills. "Hey,
you still have time to get cigarettes? I know I kept you later than I should've.
I'm sorry, man. "
"I still have time. It's OK."
He gave me the money, his headset beeped, and he tromped off to the
drive-through window cursing.
I went over to the computer, clocked myself out, took off my apron and
went outside into the fog . I threw the apron onto the passenger 's seat of the
car, and I got in. A few minutes later, I went through the drive-through, gave
Justin his cigarettes, and drove home.
Most people don 't appreciate the wonder of third shift. But there is something amazing about driving home at four in the morning. Things are largely
calm, normally packed streets are completely empty. You can drive for miles
without ever seeing another car. At the same time, there is an ominous sense
that things are about to happen. The day will be starting soon. There's something about driving around the nonnally packed suburbs in this desolate state.
It has that feel of a huge deserted movie set, completely empty, just waiting
for someone to fill it, for something to happen.
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Feareth Not

Marya Patrice Smith

T

he story I want to tell started maybe six years ago on the day I picked
my Red up from school for fighting. It wasn't the first or last time I'd
pick Red up for that exact reason, but that day was different from all the rest.
It marked me.
Red isn't her birth name. I named her Mahogany. I didn't give her a middle name because I don't see the sense in them. Mother didn't give me one, so
Red didn't need one, either. We've been calling her Red since she was maybe
a year old. Her father started it. He would always call Red a bear and talk forever to his buddies about what a soldier she was going to be. He'd pick with
her constantly. She was just learning to walk and the moment she'd stand up
and gain balance and take a step, he'd reach his long, brown arm out to her
and thrust his fingers into her chest until she fell back on her diaper-padded
behind, and say, "Girl, you ain't ready yet. Sit down. It takes more than you
got to stand on your own. "
It was something else to watch. Red's face would heat up, her eyes would
water, but she wouldn't cry. And her cheeks would blush and spread like a
blooming rose and stay that way for as long as the game went on. She 'd push
herself back up and her tiny hands would grab the corner of the little
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mahogany coffee table that Grandma Hope gave us until my Red was on her
feet again. She'd stand straight up, straight as an arrow, and then look at her
father, her eyes doing all the talking. And, again, before she could take a step,
he ' d say, " I said you ain 't ready yet," and push her back down. "You just keep
crawling, with your red face."
I tell you with complete honesty that Red would get up some twenty or
thirty times, never cry, red-faced, and never stop looking her father dead in the
eyes each time she stood to her feet. And both of them, being so stubborn,
would go on like this for hours. It was always me who would snatch my baby
up because I had seen enough. Even when I picked her up, she seemed to want
me to put her down, her eyes saying that she wasn't finished yet.
I used to think that he loved to get her upset, that he liked to see her face
all flushed, and that he really wanted her to talk, or even cry. But she never
did. And in this way, Red always won and her father knew it. So the only thing
he had to grab onto, the only hint of her weakness, was the redness of her face.
I don't mean to portray Red 's father as a tyrant, though he often was. To be
fair, he loves her very much. His intentions have always been good. Even though
sometimes, many times, he went about things in a backward fashion. That's far
more than I can say for my father. My father was a cruel man. My father hit me
relentlessly. And he wasn't a drunk or a stereotypical wife-beater, either. My
father was a hard-working family man. A man of morals. A man of God . A
God-fearing man with God-given, God-fearing hands. Hands that could creep
up at any time or any place and tap you gently on the shoulder or pound down
into your cranium, just to remind you that God was always watching and listening and that God did punish, and most important, remind you that God was
to be feared.
Father would walk around the house, his shaved head and 260-pound, sixfeet, five-inch frame sneaking about, listening and watching all of us for God,
so he said. He 'd prowl around the outside of our bedroom door, tiptoeing
about so we couldn't hear him while me and my two little sisters might be
playing dolls, and he 'd listen to our doll-talk- make sure we didn't say anything ungodly. Then, the fingers of his God-fearing hands would slither
through the crack in our door (no doors in our house were ever to be shut), and
he ' d poke his head in and recite, "Thou shalt fear the Lord thy God; him shalt
thou serve, and to him shalt thou cleave, and swear by his name." I knew these
words well, even knew what scripture he was quoting. How could I not when
I was so often reminded?
His reminders were not always so pleasant. The time he broke my jaw, his
God-fearing hands were pounding down on my back as my face smothered the
pillow that snatched my cries, while he recited, "What man is he that feareth
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the Lord?" Father paused and crashed down on my right shoulder, with one
God-fearing hand clenched tightly in a knot, and the other followed right
behind. "Him shall he teach in the way that he shall choose. His soul shall
dwell at ease; and his seed shall inherit the earth. The secret of the Lord is with
them that fear him." Each time he finished the scripture, he'd start over.
I screamed into the pillow, not cries of pain, but words, each armed and
tipped with daggers, "Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot
kill the soul!" I screamed it over and over until Father snatched me to my feet,
"What did you say?" And with his huge God-fearing hands wrapped twice
around my arms, I said it to him without hesitation. "Do not be afraid of those
who kill the body but cannot kill the soul!" No regret. Not even when one of
his God-fearing hands sent my head sailing across the room, my body lingering slowly behind, taking its time to meet my face, my face that was nestled
between my suddenly shut bedroom door and my painted-pink hope chest.
Father's God-fearing hands must have been tired because his large feet
crashed into my side, only enough times for him to say, "Children are to be
seen, not heard!" He said this like he did all scriptures, with force and conviction. Only that was not a real scripture, which he must have known. And so
there it ended. Mother came in almost as soon as he left the room and tended
to me as she usually did. Father did not believe in doctors so my jaw had to
heal on its own and did so incorrectly. From time to time it will shift some
place and I'll have to sit, reminiscing, and maneuver it back into its proper
position.
Mother never said a word when Father reminded me, taught me the way
he chose. And he never hit her either, as far as I know. They never argued.
Mother never questioned, never complained, and barely spoke. The most I
ever heard from her was in the evenings when we would read "The Answer,"
not the Bible, or the Good Book, but "The Answer." She would read the
assigned scriptures, just as plainly and dryly as she was. And that was just it,
Mother just was. Nothing else, just was.
Mother's face was always expressionless , and she never smiled. I remember looking up at her often, with her mousy gray hair piled on top of her head,
when Father was reminding me, beating me bloody, and Mother wouldn't so
much as wink. She would watch, empty and waiting for him to finish , with her
hands neatly clasped together behind her back. She would have a moist cloth,
ready to wipe his inflamed hands, cool his stinging palms, soothe his torn
knuckles, and say, "Are you all right, Father?"
We were not a family that spoke of love. We never held or hugged . We
never caressed or comforted. Like Mother just was, I guess we were a family
that just was. And I spent my childhood thinking of getting away, far away.
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Having children of my own, showering them with I love yous. Filling them
with I'm prouds. Smothering them with kisses and enveloping them with
hugs. I promised God, I swore more times than it is possible to count, that I
would never hit my children. I spoke that promise with each of Father's
reminders. I breathed that promise in my sleep. I ate it .. . it was my substance.
I believed it ... it was my prayer.
And then Red, when I asked her what she was fighting about this time,
reached into my stomach through my belly button, and went, knowingly, for
the comer where my promise was kept, burst through its hiding place, hidden
even from me, ripped it away and out of me and tossed it into her large gaping mouth, the black endless hole that it was, and spit it back out at me: "I hate
you, you stupid white bitch." And with the God-fearing hand I didn't know I
had, I reached up, through and past the ceiling, above the trees and all the
houses, until my fingertips touched the clouds, and brought that hand crashing
down on Red. And I watched, expressionless, like Mother, as Red went sailing through the air and smashing to the ground, just like I did when Father
broke my jaw.
And Red. Red pushed herself to her feet, using Grandma Hope 's coffee
table for balance, and stood up, straighter and taller than before. She looked at
me, her eyes saying more than her mouth that spit the remnants of my stolen
promise at me: "I hate you." And this time, both of my new, warm, God-fearing hands that now had a mind of their own coiled twice around her tiny neck
and twisted and squeezed and then tossed her onto the carpet like a rag doll.
Slower this time, she started to push herself up again, her face a fully bloomed
rose, and before she stood, the fingers of my God-fearing hands pressed deep
into her chest until she was flat on the ground. "Don 't get up," I warned. "No
one is going to save you, no one is going to come and end this. You can't win
this one, Red." I prayed that she heard my words and believed me. Because I
knew better than she did, than she possibly could, that I spoke the truth.
And my Red, her father's child, rammed her chest into the fingers of my
God-fearing hands that jabbed coldly down into her and pushed up, no coffee
table, no nothing for support. Face to face we stood, only my great, inherited
God-fearing hands between us. The silence could have shattered our
eardrums; the cold could have torched our limbs . Red didn't say it again; she
didn't tell me she hated me. She didn't have to. I saw it swinging carefree in
her eyes. Content. She didn't have to lie, didn't have to say "I love you," or "I
didn't mean it," or "I don't have a favorite," because it was all there, plainly
for me to see, if ever I doubted it.
And that day Red drifted away from me like a feather in the wind. I wanted to chase after her as she walked out of the room and disappeared into the
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stairwell, her face red from my handprint. I wanted to tell her that I loved her,
and that I always had. That I really didn't have a favorite, that her strength
always frightened me, that I was sorry. But I couldn't move. I couldn't go to
her. And in that way Red did win, and she knew it. I knew it. Father knew it.
God knew it.
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Gettin' Caught

Germania Solorzano

hey stood facing each other at the foot of her bed. Leticia 's pink robe
was tied loosly about her. Her brown hair hung down in wet strands.
She twisted her ankle nervously so that her foot rotated in circles on the
floor- her bare feet bathed in the late afternoon sun seeping in through the
blinds covering the window next to the bed. Mark had kicked off his shoes in
her room. They were lying in the middle of the floor- haphazard, beaten, tired
gym shoes lying on their sides. He was wearing black jeans, and he ' d taken
off his school tie and white shirt and hung them on the doorknob of her room .
They both breathed heavily so that their chests heaved with each breath. The
door was closed and her gaze was magnetically attracted to it. His lips were
pink and swollen from kissing her in the doorway downstairs when she'd let
him in.
How easy it had been to kiss there, and how different and serious it felt
now that they were alone in her room. His undershirt was tucked into his
pants. Her skin had a rosy glow to it- was it the pink robe, the orange sun, or
the warm bath? His eyes glanced quickly at the sun seeping into the room and
the effect it had on her skin. He was bold. He slipped his hand into the robe
right where her breast was and let it rest there. She was so wann! He marveled
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at how warm she was. He cupped her breast, took a small step closer to her so
that he pressed against her and kissed her softly, his heart pounding fast with
the knowledge that, yes, they were going to do it finally. They'd talked it all
out. They'd agreed, and his lips were swollen and soft. Mark exhaled a soft
sigh as Leticia turned her head to kiss his neck and as she kissed him, her lips
mouthing the soft skin, she peered wide-eyed at the door behind him. Her ears
were opened wide for any sound-the slightest sound-to move into action.
If someone came home, if she heard the bells that hung from the front door
downstairs, what would she do? She would have to push Mark out the window, she thought, her eyes darting towards the orange sun seeping in through
the blinds.
Mark felt the absence of her lips on his neck and knew her focus had
become distracted. He reached for her face , his hands resting on either side of
her cheeks, and gently redirected her gaze at him, kissing her again. His hands
slipped quickly into the robe, which hung open, and slid along the curves of
her body. They could hear each other's breath, deep and dry exhalations as he
pressed his hands hard against her flesh.
His hands on her skin made her feel incredibly smooth and beautiful.
Leticia marveled at how Mark was transforming her body- her everyday
body that she walked about in- into something very different, very beautiful,
and magical.
Mark's eyes were closed. The lids were pale shapes guarding his sight. His
eyelashes were tiny, brown, and pretty, she thought. They were very fine and
light brown and reminded her of feathers. His face was dreamy, and she liked
the expression and usually enjoyed watching what she could as they kissed,
but her eyes were open wide, the better to hear the possible sounds of someone . . .
He opened his eyes slowly and saw hers wide and gazing at the door. He
pressed closer to her again, his hand slid over her breast and stroked her cheek
before kissing her neck. He whispered, "No one's gonna come home. Don't
worry. Relax." Did he believe that? At the moment he didn't really care. He
didn ' t care if Mrs. Martinez came home and caught them-her baby, Leticia,
making love with Mark, her son's best friend since the fifth grade. Making
love- that's what they were going to do, he thought. It wasn't going to be just
plain fucking, like he 'd done with Kathy who had worked at Walgreen's with
him. It wasn't going to be just plain sex like the time with Dana in her brother's
borrowed car in the forest preserve. And he didn't care if Jimmie came home and
caught them both. So what? That would save him the trouble of having to tell
him that he 'd been sneaking around with Leticia, his little sister, for months, both
too afraid to tell anyone that they were together. He felt the bravery of a des-
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perate man, who no longer cares about the risks involved. He let one hand
smooth down Leticia's back and squeeze her soft ass and the other press
against her back and push her tight against him. She only came up to his sternum and so he loomed over her. He kissed her harder, taking small steps forward- forcing her to move back- thinking to lead her to the bed, which was
only a couple of feet behind her but seemed much farther away. She stumbled
a bit and only inched back. Her mouth twitched. She smiled. She giggled,
bowing her head and resting it against his chest.
There was nothing funny. What was funny? He ignored her laughter.
She imagined him crouched out on the roof, barefoot and shirtlesscrouching by the window, holding onto the awning for support, waiting for the
coast to be clear. Leticia giggled.
Mark tried to ignore it. He rested his thumb under her chin and lifted her
face to meet his. He placed his mouth on hers again, hoping to quiet her down,
wanting her to relax because she was going to make him nervous. It wasn't
like he wasn't nervous at all. Mark kissed her and felt her body stiffen. She
had never tightened up like that before. But he ' d never kissed her alone in her
room with her naked underneath her robe before. Her hands rested on his
waist, lightly noncommittal. He pressed his lips against hers hard, pushing her
back, and suddenly she flung her arms up over her head and let her body fall
back onto the bed. The loose robe opened wide-flashing her bare skin at him
in an awkward swoop of robe and thighs and ass and triangle. She opened her
mouth and loud, childlike giggles spilled out of it. Her body landed on the
mattress with a thump, and she bounced back slightly-her breasts jiggling.
Her feet hung off her bed, and she wiggled her toes like a child as her laughter bubbled into the room.
He sighed. Loudly. OK, she was nervous. OK. But she was making him
nervous. He lay down next to her on the bed propped up on his elbow, his head
resting on his hand, and pushed the wet strands of hair away from her face. He
was annoyed.
"Do you wanna do this? We don 't have to do this," he said, and he placed
the wet strands of hair in a tangled web by the side of her face.
"No, I want to," she whispered, but suddenly she didn 't know how to
touch him. She was suddenly shy of his body. She tugged gently with her
index finger and thumb at the soft, thin cotton of his undershirt. She meant
nothing by it. She just liked the soft cotton and liked the way his body heat
seeped through the thin material. She pinched the material between her fingers.
Mark yanked the shirt out from his pants, swept it over his head, pulled it
over his arms, and swung it out onto the floor. His eagerness startled Leticia.
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She sat up on the bed Indian style with the robe wrapped around her again.
That damn robe.
Mark's body dove towards her, his face leaning into her mouth to kiss her
again. Leticia laughed at him. It was one of her loud, open-mouthed laughs . It
stopped him short, and he turned away and jumped off the bed angry.
He stood at the foot of the bed with his back to her, looking at the closed
door, and he tried to clear his mind. It turned him off entirely-this feeling he
had of being a beast hunting a defenseless pink bunny rabbit. With her sitting
there in that fuzzy pink robe he could not go for the kill. He would have to be
a complete asshole. She had to want to . He had thought she wanted to. She
was dri ving him crazy. What should he do?
Leticia looked at him standing in front of the door. She liked the look of
his skin, all pale and creamy, and she noticed a few birthmarks, milk chocolate-colored dots, very tiny, scattered across his back, and she thought she
might like to play connect-the-dots on him. He had stuffed his hands in his
pockets, and she knew he was angry, but she couldn't help herself. She looked
at his ass and the way his thighs filled in the legs of his jeans. She thought
she ' d like to bite his thigh.
With Mark 's back turned and the intensity of his presence diluted, Leticia
felt at ease finally. She let the robe spill out and into a puddle of pink beneath
her, and she lay down on her side. She hoped he would turn around and see
her differently. He did.
With a deep breath he swung around to tell her ... but there she was, lying
with her knees bent, and she was a pretty, soft-fleshed C against a background
of pink. A cloud passed over the sky, and the orange glow disappeared from
the room, changing the whole color scheme. Her skin became miles and miles
of sand with the curves of her hips and thighs, he thought. She looked so soft,
now that she was done being silly, finally, and she pulled her wet hair away
from her face and pressed the palms of her hands together, tucking them under
her head- burying them beneath that brown hair. Mark could imagine the
smell of her hair, very clean and slightly sweet like coconut and he suddenly
wanted her more than ever. And now that she was lying there looking up at
him as he stood at the foot of her bed, he began to feel an unnatural swelling
in hi s chest-a tightening and swelling-and as he looked at her body, smooth
and tan and warm with rounded hills and sweeps, he thought he ' d like to be
enveloped in her- to have her arms wrapped around him forever- but nowhat a sappy thing to think, he thought. What a sap, and why was he just
standing there looking at her? "I'd have fucked her by now," he heard John
saying in his mind, and that snapped him out of it. So, not wanting to scare
her, not wanting to freak her out because it seemed that she was easily freaked
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out today, he walked around the bed and quietly knelt at the edge of it, facing
her. She scooted closer to him until her breasts pressed against his chest. The
shock of her nipples pressed against his naked chest made him inhale sharply.
He ran his hand along the length of her, tracing the C shape she made on the
bed, until she curled up around him magically, like a cat responds to touchshe responded to him-and he kissed her again. She was leaning on her elbow;
he was sitting up on his heels, his toes pressed into the carpet. Their lips were
soft and wet together.
Leticia's eyes were closed. She was no longer darting her eyes towards the
door. She let the secret antennae of her hearing close down and focus on
him-listening to him exhale long and shaky as he stroked her thigh. For a
brief moment he looked at her-she could feel him inspecting her thigh and
she knew that he liked what he saw, and she leaned into him some more and
Mark lost himself in the rhythm of their kissing, in the soft teasing of her
tongue, and then it was there again-that swelling in his chest-the tightening-the feel of the pressure against his diaphragm. He felt his penis become
erect and press against the side of the bed; he hardly felt the hardness of the
floor against his knees, just the soft wetness of her mouth and the expanding
and constricting in his chest which he tried to ignore, but it put him in a state
of panic and forced him to put his hands on her back and press her there hard.
She sat up and moved so that her legs hung off the bed at the knees and he
stood up on his knees in between them. Leticia had Mark's face in her hands.
Her eyes were closed and she touched his face as though she were blind, her
fingertips brushing against his skin, tracing his eyebrows, the shape of his
mouth, his cheekbones, the scar around his eye. She smiled slightly.
The thing in Mark's chest became stronger and his skin felt electrifiedlike every pore was wide open; thirsty, inviting, vulnerable, and then he realized what it was. He was on the verge of crying. The realization shocked him
and made him angry. What the hell was she doing? He pulled back from her a
moment to look at her face to search for a sign of what she'd just done to him.
Her eyes were closed, but Leticia felt Mark's gaze and thought he was
inspecting her face, so she smiled a slight Mona Lisa smile, feeling his gaze
on her, warm like the orange sunlight that flooded the room once again. But
when she opened her eyes, there he was looking at her accusingly. His brow
was furrowed and crinkled, and he looked almost angry. She looked right back
at him- her eyes wide and liquid and innocent. She wanted to erase the look
from his face. It was uncalled for. She'd done nothing but be sweet to him, kiss
him. She reached her hands to his waist and pulled him towards her. He found
himself crawling onto the bed despite the strangeness of the moment before.
His face had been wiped clean by her hands on his waist. He sat Indian style
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while she knelt on the bed and leaned into him, kissing him again with her
tongue, tracing his lips and the eagerness of her fingers on his skin, stroking
the back of his hair, his neck, his shoulders, down his back, back up to his
cheeks where she touched him lightly-all this made him change again, and
the whole thing had changed. It became about sex again and he kissed her hungrily, as she unbuttoned his jeans.
She kept her face close to his, either with her lips pressed against his or
against his neck, but close so that she wouldn't see. Her hands fumbled with
the button on his jeans blindly. And she pulled the zipper down and was
alarmed by how loud it sounded, like an abrupt ripping open of a secret door.
And it was this sound that made her aware of the other sound, of them both
breathing so hard it was more like panting, but she didn't laugh. She thought
it was funny but felt that she had promised Mark that she wouldn't laugh. She
felt something different, foreign , click on in her brain. She became very practical, her mind concerned with mechanics, with important questions like how
to get his pants off without having to watch him jump around on one foot in
an effort to escape them. She was conscious of demanding a level of smoothness and fluidity comparable to the most trained ballet dancers. Anything
short would be embarrassing, would make her laugh nervously, and she did
not want to laugh.
He stood up and grabbed the waist of his jeans and pulled them down in
one sweeping movement, and as she watched him bend over to pull them at
the bottom and step out of them, she could see the shape of one of his ribs
when he did that. She thought of how her mother was always feeding him, and
how he was more than willing to put away whole plates of carnitas withfrijoles fritos, and tortillas, and the thought of him at their table verified in her
mind that this was right. It was like he was already family anyway . .. and they
would have to tell Jimmie soon, and he didn't have to know that they'd slept
together.
The white briefs came down, and she looked at the ceiling long enough not
to see him step out of them; and she was happy and grateful that she hadn't
worn anything but a robe so that he didn't have to watch her undress. The act
of undressing was a thousand times more embarrassing than being naked, she
thought, and congratulated herself for planning well.
He sat down on the bed, conscious of being completely naked as he leaned
over her; she was lying back, and she put her arms around him. He straddled
her, and they kissed and stroked and licked until Mark felt that he would

explode. She felt him hard up against her, felt a slight wetness, and pressed her
hands against his ass hard, pressing him against her and wondering what it was
going to feel like. She reached down with her hand and felt for him.
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It felt hard and soft at the same time. She marveled at how delicate it felt.
She'd felt him grow hard underneath her when they kissed in the back of his
car, when Jimmie was at work and thought that Mark was giving her a ride to
Liliana's house. But that was through his clothes, and she wondered how it
was that it didn't hurt to have her on top of him like that. She placed her thumb
on the head of his penis and smeared the sticky droplets around the tiny open
mouth until he gasped and leaned over her, stretching his body across the bed,
away from her and towards the nightstand where she had dumped all the condoms he bought last week.
He didn't want to have to get up off her, so he leaned over and pulled the
drawer open, dipped his hand inside, and fumbled around for a slippery plastic square-but he didn't feel any.
Leticia was squeezing him carefully, like he was a new toy and she didn't
want to break him. She squeezed and released and was fascinated by the
strangeness of it, spongy and hard at the same time. She was also fascinated
by his response. He sucked in air from between his teeth, and she wasn't sure
if she'd hurt him or what, but since he didn't move her hand, she figured she'd
keep playing.
Mark, desperate, pulled an object out of the drawer. It was a barrette. Its
mere existence pissed him off, and he flung it back in the drawer, and fished
around some more. The drawer was completely full of junk, he realized.
Leticia looked at it finally. Oh, she thought. Not so ugly. Not like Liliana
said. Not pretty, either, but not a monstrosity. It was kind of cute in a weird
way. She liked the smooth skin on the head. Then she looked at his scrotum
and almost laughed. She wanted to ask Mark if it always did that. She was
amazed by this male body that seemed to perform tricks. It stood up at attention, it spit, and it shrunk. What else did it do? The skin on his scrotum seemed
to be alive. It gathered slowly in a bunch and then slowly expanded out. She
touched it with her fingertip and watched it spread out as slow as syrup.
She'd buried the condoms underneath everything else, he realized, and
dug deep into the drawer and finally pulled out his prize. The slippery packet
was clamped in between his two fingers. He exhaled loudly, and returned to
her, still straddling her, but up on his knees, sitting back on his heels. He put
the packet in between his teeth and ripped it open.
She sat up, propped up on her elbows and watched him. She was now fascinated by the whole thing and wanted to watch him put it on. He fished the
latex circle out of the packet with his fingers. It looked wet. He was inspecting it carefully. She slid her legs out from under him and sat up completely,
leaning forward to watch his hand fumble with it. She saw that his hands were
trembling. She was making him nervous.
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So she moved to the side of him. Standing up on her knees and leaning
over his shoulder she stroked his back in long fluid movements. She kissed his
neck. She knew he liked for her to kiss his neck.
Ordinarily, he liked when she did that, but at the moment, her presence,
her constant touching, had become a distraction, almost like a fly buzzing in
his ear. And it was inside out. Was it? Yep, dammit. His fingers fumbled. She
was playing with his hair, twisting it in between her fingers. She was nibbling
on his ear. If she would just stop for a minute, then he could get this on, and
then she could touch him as much as she wanted. Her sneaky little hands
reached around him and began playing with his nipples. OK. Enough, he
thought. And he nudged her away from him.
Really, it was only a nudge. He didn't even put his hands on her because
his hands were busy. He just kind of tossed her back a bit with his shoulder.
She sat back, folded her arms across her chest. She pouted. She was hurt.
He didn't notice. He unrolled the condom over his penis, finally. Yes! He
turned to face her and there she was, looking hurt.
"You pushed me! "
He leaned in to kiss her, but her open palms rushed out and held him back.
"You pushed me! "
He swallowed. "No, I didn't. C'mon." He tried to kiss her, but she was
shaking her head. "Yes, you did. You pushed me!"
She was like a fortress. She was pissed. Her arms folded across her chest
again, and she was impenetrable. Her eyebrows framed angry brown eyes.
Stubborn eyes, he knew. He sat back on his heels. Dammit! He pissed her off
and now what? "Leticia, please." He resorted to begging.
She scowled at him. What did he have to go and push her for? She wasn't
doing anything to make him nervous. What was she doing? Kissing him,
dammit. He had better learn to fucking appreciate my kisses if we're going to
do this, she thought. Why did he have to be so difficult?
Arranging this had been complicated. Everything had been complicated.
Just seeing each other had been complicated. And he didn't start it. Not at all.
She was the one who had started it. My God! She was Jimmie's little sister.
They used to kick her out of the room when they schemed. She used to wear
pigtails and spy on them . He noticed the change. Couldn't help but notice the
refinement of her face, the loss of baby fat, the breasts that seemed to float up
in her T-shirts, her long legs when she wore shorts. But he always reminded
himself, "That's Jimmie's little sister." Then one day Jimmie's little sister

caught him alone in the stairway and asked him how she looked. She twirled
around in a dress, short, above the knees with some flouncy thing going on.
The way she asked him seemed odd, like she was teasing him. He was taken
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aback. He looked at the floor, embarrassed, like she could read his mind.
"Hot," he said. "Really!" she said, happy at his response, and she walked right
up to him and kissed him on the lips. Closed-mouthed, but she definitely got
his attention.
And now they were both naked and he ' d finally got the fucking condom
on and she was pissed and sitting there like a solid stone statue and he felt sick.
Maybe they shouldn ' t. She was Jimmie 's sister, after all. And what was he
thinking, starting this, anyway? He was eighteen. He would graduate this year,
and she was sixteen.
He sighed. "Leticia .. . please?"
Why was he begging? She didn 't want him to beg. She didn't mean to
make him beg, she just wanted it to be nice and he didn't have to push herthat's all. But he did look pitiful , begging like that. She lowered her arms and
reached for his hand, they leaned into each other other and kissed.
They lay back on their sides and kissed again, until Leticia pulled him on
top of her and he felt extremely grateful, for some reason . God, he felt almost
exhausted by it all and they hadn 't even done it. He reached down to press his
penis into her. He could feel that she was slick and he felt for the hole ... She
reached down and took him and pressed him against her. She had a sweet
blissful expression on her face. What was she doing? She was being nasty. She
was a nasty thing, he knew. In the car, when she was supposed to be at
Liliana's, she had talked to him about masturbation until he dared her to. And
she did, but she kept all her clothes on. He hadn 't known that girls could do
that, masturbate with their clothes on, and he thought this was very unfair.
God, she was making him hot.
"Leticia ... ," he said, and she placed his penis right at the opening and
put her hands on his ass, held them there hesitatingly as he began to thrust very
slowly ... he did not want to hurt her. He squeezed his eyes shut tight and felt
her grabbing his ass, and he continued the slow pressing in.
It did hurt. She was surprised by the piercing sensation. She raised her arms
up to his back and squeezed them around him very tightly. She held her breath
and could feel tears start to form. She felt like sobbing, but she wouldn't. She
didn't want him to stop. Now she just wanted to get it over with. It wouldn't
hurt like this the next time, she thought, and she raised her other hand up to
her face and bit her thumb at the knuckle.
He was completely inside her, and he sighed loudly and kissed her face
and began a distinct rhythm of in and out and in and out, and she pressed her
body up against his. She felt the combined weight of them making a dent in
the mattress. She wanted to be as close as possible to him. Was this what they
meant by masochism? she wondered. Because tears were streaming down her
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face , and she hoped that he would come soon so it wou ld be over and they
could try it again, another time.
He gasped and gulped air, and she cried. She turned her head . . . and
sobbed. The sound confused him. He pulled out of her quickly and lay beside
her and found himself stroking her hair and saying "Shhhh. Shhhhh. I'm sorry.
I'm sorry." She had turned over on her side facing the wall and he draped his
arm over her, hovered over her and tried to look at her face .
She was angry with herself for crying like a baby. She had told herself that
she wouldn' t cry. She bit her thumb and tried not to. She couldn 't look at him;
she felt ashamed for crying like that.
He thought she was angry with him. He ' d hurt her. He hadn 't meant to.
But she didn 't say anything. He was sorry. He felt like a big clumsy clod. He
was sorry.
She curled up against him and cried, holding onto him. She wanted to tell
him that she wanted to try it again, that he should ignore her crying, but she
felt that she ' d sound crazy, so she said nothing. She kissed him, and her lips
were swollen and salty with tears. He was completely confused. Was he forgiven then? Had he hurt her? Why did she cry like that? Was it pain or emotion? He decided that there was no use in trying to understand. So they lay
there and kissed and touched until he felt sleep pulling him deep into the mattress. Her eyes were closed. Was she asleep? He must not fall asleep. He
turned his head to look at the digital clock on the nightstand. Shit. Shit. Shit.
Someone should be home already. They had to get dressed. He patted her
thigh . " C ' mon. Your ma ' ll be home soon."
They dressed in silence, backs turned to each other. She combed her hair
out in front of the mirror. She was wearing jeans and a T-shirt. They made the
bed quickly, smoothing out the bedspread so it looked completely unused.
They opened the door and walked down the hall to Jimmie's room. Mark took
her hand in his, and she beamed. They lay down on the floor of his room and
played Nintendo, all perfectly innocent by the time the bells hanging off the
front door jingled; Leticia laughed out loud, and Mark looked at her protectively. If they had gotten caught he would have taken all the blame, he
thought. He would say it had been all his idea. She was innocent. She was
sweet. He was a beast.
" Leticia ... "
It was her mother. "I'm upstairs. Playing Nintendo. With Mark." She
yelled.
"Mark, are you staying for dinner? Are you hungry?"
Mark whispered in Leticia 's ear, "I've had my fill."
She giggled. " Yes," she answered for him.
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Road

Sarah Manley

t is late October, on a road in the middle part of Illinois. Cornfields run
endlessly alongside, unbroken by hill or valley. Looking in any direction you can see for miles to distant farms and, beyond that, only more space.
Only a few clouds sully the sky, and these are high and cottony white. This is
what I see from my seat in my mother's car, the long stretches of nothingness
that occupy the windshield driving north on the pale state highway, which cuts
a straight, silver line through autumnal farmland. My mother and I are the only
occupants of the car, and we have been driving for what seems like days, our
trip thus far uninterrupted by landmarks indicating the distance we've traveled, nothing but harvested cornfields ahead and spent soybean fields behind.
My mother is driving, gripping the steering wheel firmly, with great resolve
and responsibility, her eyes focused on the road. I stare listlessly out the window. We are silent and have been like that for a long tin1e.
Not far from here, my mother's sister- my aunt-is sitting in a room
filled with medical equipment and watching television. She is dying of breast
cancer, a disease that my mother herself has survived, and for which I am
examined regularly. My aunt's own children, my cousins, come and go, to
houses in other states and families of their own. My mother makes the trip

I

Sarah Manley

21 3

down to see her each weekend, and as my aunt has become more ill, I have
come along, too. We just came from there, and with each mile passing under
us the pain of seeing my aunt splinters away. It is too painful to speak of, this
woman 's disease, so each time we visit her, my aunt talks of everyday things,
laundry and shopping, and we all pretend that her head is not bald from angry
doses of chemotherapy and her eyes are not sunken and hollow. Especially, we
never seem to notice the void on her chest where her breasts used to be.
Occasionally my uncle will be there, but more often than not, we three sit
alone in my aunt's room quietly, being female together. Sometimes my aunt
will cry, softly, and my mother and I look away, unable to comfort her.
On the subject of visiting a dying relative, I am unable to convey any particle of enjoyment. These trips on weekends are especially agonizing. The
two-hour drive down is silent and tense, because we don't know what my aunt
will be like once we get there, how she will be feeling , or how she will look.
She is a great actress, my aunt, and quite vague about how sick she really is,
so we never know what to expect. Driving back, though, is a more acute horror. After a long afternoon alternating grief with laughter, my mother will have
pressed every emotion into some dark place far away. If we talk at all, it is
about the mundane network of trivial things that affect our lives. She doesn ' t
want to speak about my aunt, and I am afraid to ask her. I think about my own
sister and how things would be if she were sick and I were well, and feel that
I understand my mother and her particular suffering. Somehow I think she
doesn't believe that, and despite my desperate aching for my mother to tell me
what is happening to her, I know she probably won't.
It has been a long and hard day, and we are on our way home, to a place
that is warm and friendly and does not smell like cancer. We are both tired. I
tum my head to look at my mother and am surprised, as ever, how unlike me
she is. Both of us have pale skin, white like the flesh of a potato, and large,
sad-looking eyes, but that's where the resemblance ends. She is round where
I am flat, and I am angled where she is soft, long where she is short. I shift a
bit in my seat, uncomfortable with the day and the silence. I look out at the
fading autumn cornfields and lapis clear sky, at my reflection in the window,
and try to remember more joyous road trips with my mother. It has been a long
time; long enough ago that I probably had braces, in junior high school, when
my mother would mistake times alone in the car for opportunities to have
Little Chats About Life. Mostly, she would talk and I would ignore her
speeches about Just Saying No to drugs or boys, or some other age-appropriate abstinence program. Rarely did we talk about anything interesting, like
breasts or periods or why the popular girls all seemed to be having sex.
Nothing embarrassing or impolite. My mother came of age in a time when it
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was not considered appropriate to talk about such things, so we didn't. Don't.
Ironically, now it is breasts that bring us together. My mother, my aunt, my
sister, and I are all connected by the same defective gene that makes us fight
against our bodies. And yet there is something that keeps us from talking
about it, like we 're following the rules of some obscure etiquette book that has
dictated rules about social interaction regarding terminal illnesses. You mustn 't speak to the victim about her disease, it will only make the suffering more
keen. Please keep to more appropriate subjects such as the weather. This is a
topic on which my mother and I could argue for hours. Either way, it is intense
and unpleasant, a satisfying experience for neither of us. I consider argument
to be my preferred medium of communication and thereby have the upper
hand in incendiary situations. When arguing, I become a cool mathematician,
dissecting each argument point by point, whereas my mother is a fiery ball of
passion who likes to yell and scream and can't get the words out fast enough.
I have been told, by some, that fighting with me is a frustration, like playing
a game of chess against a computer.
On the other hand, fighting with my mother is dangerous, something from
which you could never be sure to come out of undamaged. In the heat of argument, her words are not her own, flying this way and that, razoring away
invisible fractions of your confidence until there is nothing left for it to do
but crumble like powder and blow away in a thin, soft stream. It is much simpler not to say anything at all.
So we speak of nothing. My aunt is much worse, and knowing she may
not live until Christmas taints everything we do. I want to talk, to move on
with my life, to enjoy the fall as I have always done, but my mother does not.
Our opinions differ, even in grieving.
My mother drives like a Native American chief, silent, focused, and still
for hours without moving a muscle. It is beyond aggravating. At the wheel, her
hands hold their place at ten and two o' clock, exactly. I ache to know what is
happening inside that still, focused head of hers. Is she thinking about my
aunt, or me, or were her thoughts a solid wall of color like the sea on an overcast day? Probably, I will never know. We don't know each other very well,
my mother and I, a grim and troubling fact that has always existed. So long,
in fact, that it is the unmentioned constant in our perfunctory conversations,
bleak relations between two unrelated variables.
We drive on, our trip stretching along the lonely and darkening road. Now
and again another car passes in the opposite direction, but the number of cars
is fewer and the distance between them is greater the further we drive into the
midwestem night. Already the days are becoming shorter, a sign that an inhospitable winter is not far behind. Late afternoon sunlight dapples the dry brown
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stalks of a harvested cornfield. Chevrons of migrating birds make their way
across a purpling sky, and a hawk lazily circles a soybean field, dipping here
and there in search of prey. A light wind blows across the vast expanse of
nothingness, bending the heads of the roadside cattails almost double. Feeling
safe and warm inside the car, I think how much in love I am with this flat land.
Sometimes, when I have been away too long, when I have become drunk with
the liveliness of eastern shores, the overwhelming beauty of glorious
California flowers in January, or the crackle and buzz of city lights, I ache for
the brown and violet of the prairie autumn. I know I will never stray too far,
lest I become homesick, and spend my nights dreaming of the winter wind
scraping across barren Illinois fields and the endless canopy of stars on a summer night, full of longing for the colors of home.
My mother coughs a little from her place behind the steering wheel, and I
wonder if she has seen the birds, the cornfields, or the clouds, or if she is only
measuring the distance on the highway, counting the miles in her bead as we
go. Perhaps she is thinking of being seven years old and playing at the beach
with my aunt, in matching swimsuits. Or of other times in their childhood:
going to church together, giggling over first kisses, dressing up for school
dances. Maybe she is thinking about the day when the first baby came, or when
their mother died, or any celebration when the whole family was together
again. If she is thinking about her at all, she is thinking of the day the phone
rang, my aunt on the other end telling my mother she found a lump under her
arm. She is remembering clawing at the phone not knowing whether to sit or
stand, wanting to make it all better but not knowing how. It is frustrating, this
family life. We drive on, still silently, the shadowy land rushing by.
We never talk about those things upon which some familial relationships
hinge. Living, love, hopes for the future. Dying. As though they are simply
understood, and because they are, talking about them would be excessive. My
mother is a great believer in frugality, saving whatever she can to preclude any
occurrence of want. Even in the meting out of affection she is economical, distributing the necessary amount at the moment, and saving the rest for later,
when the need will be more acute. That is a thing we do not share. I give too
much too soon and am sorry later. I pass a hand over my eyes and feel a bit
along the edge of my cheekbone. Life has separated us, my mother and me.
We have gone in opposite directions and yet share the same shape of eye and
face, a scientific anomaly linking us to some distant common past.
My mother sits up a bit straighter in her seat, and curls her index finger off

the steering wheel to point at something ahead of us.
"Look," she says, quietly, her voice thick. It is the first thing she's said since
we left my aunt's home. I know she has been elsewhere in her head, driving on
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some imaginary dreamland road, towards a place where everything is the way
it was supposed to be. I am surprised to hear her speak, and listen very carefully for what she is not saying.
A cool , pale light fills the dark car. In the early-evening, plum blue sky, a
full tangerine moon is just visible rising over the dark spidery trees ahead of
the car. An enormous, glowing crest slicing over the profile of half a dozen
farmhouses . I have never seen anything like it; it is incredible. The moon, for
it is certainly the moon and not some trick of light, some autumnal apparition,
seems to fill the sky with light. An enormous flat circle blushed pink and rosy
as though lit from the inside by a million carnival lights . We drive forward on
the dark and quiet highway, the moon crawling slowly higher in the sky, inching upwards until it settles on a spot directly in front of us.
"Would you look at that thing," my mother says, and inhales sharply, nodding a bit with shining eyes.
I look over at my mother, driving onward and transfixed by the orange
moon climbing higher along the arcing sky. Furtively, I look for one crack, one
tiny fissure in her silent composure, because then I will know she is there. I
want to see those places where my mother leaks through her protective shell,
a shell that is like the molds of the people trapped under volcanic ash in
Pompeii, those perfect exoskeletons of who they were when Vesuvius erupted. Who was my mother when her shell was formed? Was she playing a game
or having a bath? Is she still in there? Was she like me? Questions I want to
ask that I know will not have answers.
So much divides us, miles and people and life. Many days now, I stand on
a city street feeling small, watching too many people pass me by. My mother
sits at a lonely kitchen table and tries to draw back the threads of a family quilt
too rapidly unraveling. Our days are numbered, and we are unable to count
them. We live lifetimes apart and in the different kinds of ways people live, all
creeping unfamiliar. But as we sit quietly looking out the window of a car
moving through dark farmland, at the same moon we see from our own corners of the world, we are joined, and it is marvelous.
"This moon," she says, and I am listening, straining for the words she will
not say. I want to hear her tell me how sad she is about her sister, how much
she worries about me, how she can 't control anything anymore and it 's driving
her crazy. "This moon, it reminds me of driving on this same road when I was
younger. Like you," is what she says instead.
I look ahead; behind the glow of the moon a pinprick star is just visible,
and I say nothing.
"Your aunt and I, we used to drive on this road before it was opened, late
at night. There weren't any streetlamps or anything yet, and out here it was
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really dark. So we used to drive this way and get out of the car to look at the
stars. Those were my favorite times with her," she says, sounding melancholy
and wistful. There will be no more times like this, and we both know it, as my
aunt's body weakens and fades . Maybe they will stop to look at the night sky
from their respective kitchen windows, but from nowhere else and not for
much longer.
I remember an experience almost identical, of being lost on this road with
my sister, tired and angry, and stopping the car to get out and look at the sky
thick with stars. I tell this to my mother, and she smiles. The first I have seen
in months.
"Those stories you tell are golden to me," she says, and I am amazed that
anything I would say has that kind of effect on her. "Doing the same things,
but so many years apart. I like that. You are like my carbon copy, my imprint,"
she says, and stops short.
For some reason, I smile and keep this all to myself, and stare out into the
night sky. The road swishes under the car, and we continue on toward home.
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Owls

Jason Krueger

he yellow kitchen door popped open. Eliza's big hand scraped up and
hit the light switch, then ushered the others inside. Andy, emerging
cautiously from the dark autumn into the piercing yellow light, his eyes
squinting, shielded by a visor of long, stringy, brown hair, put one hand on the
Fom1ica counter to steady his hollow legs that seemed to be filled with
Budweiser. And there were owls everywhere, surrounding him, a thousand
round bird eyes staring him down. A plastic perched owl swung from the center of the ceiling, slicing through the thick, hot, cooked-carrot-smelling air.
Owl candles on the stove, which Eliza quickly maneuvered to and lit. Owl salt
and pepper shakers on the stained yellow tablecloth. Owl paint-by-the-numbers cluttering up the four yellow walls . Owl slippers in the comer, bonding
with fluffs of hair and dust. Owl-engraved dishes stacked high in the cast-iron
sink polluted with green pasta that stank like baby shit. And Andy could picture them at any second flying off the walls and attacking him, or better yet,
snatching up the stink and mess and carrying it off to some faraway place like
a Walt Disney cartoon.
Andy's cousin Jeb entered, pulling Mary by her pale arm like a wagon,
striding into the yellow and owls, continuing forward two steps through the
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swinging shutters, his nasal voice trailing . . . "What's the matter, Sickman, ya
scared the owls are gonna peck ya in the peeder? Eliza's sick with birds,
'cause she's got a biiiiird braaaaain .... " Mary, red hair flying back like
streamers, laughing like she 's sneezing. Eliza, hands on hips, still standing by
the stove, looking at the swinging shutters: "Don 't fucking insult me, Jeb.
Those are my babies!"
The front room was brown. They all sat on the sunken pit couch at first,
Jeb and Mary in one comer, Andy and Eliza in the other. On the cable-spool
table in front of them was a wooden statue of a Jamaican guy with a penis as
big as a sewer pipe. But Andy no longer cared about his surroundings. He was
sixteen and in love. That had to be it. She was older, gave him the time of day
and wasn 't ugly. Yep, it was true love. And the girls pretended to have a shred
of politeness or modesty or decency or innocence at first, never fooling Jeb for
a second. "So whatta you guys wanna watch?" "Oh no, not the Playboy
Channel- why do you guys always wanna watch that? Men are pigs! " "Yeah,
men are pigs! " "Hey, we got a documentary on The Doors." Eliza, licking her
big, red lips, squeezing the thigh of Andy's faded, ripped blue jeans.
"Anybody ever tell ya you look like a young Jim Morrison?" Andy, amazed,
"Really?" Jeb, laughing, beer foam in his brush-like mustache, eyes on the
Jamaican statue, eternally squinting and twitching, his hairy arm already
around Mary's hourglass waist, dirty fingernails prodding her Pillsbury-dough
stomach, making her laugh her sickly laugh like daddy's little girl and saying,
"Let's make our own little documentary. I'm built like that Jamaican statue,
babe."
Andy's green eyes watched the black fringe on Eliza's jacket sail into the
stale air as she went for more beer, her bleached hair stacked high and unmoving, her porno hoop earrings casting a gold reflection on her pasty neck, her
silver-dollar nipples puncturing the tautness of her pink tube top . And Mary
broke out of Jeb 's trap and followed her roommate through the swinging shutters, back into the yellow. A high-pitched stupid laugh. Another high-pitched,
sneeze-like laugh. Andy was beginning to doubt the theory on girls maturing
faster than boys. "What's up, Jeb, what-the-fuck they laughing at?" Jeb, looking at his Black Label beer- "Relax, Sickman, it's in the bag, we're getting
laid." Andy, eyes on his cheap, square-toed cowboy boots-"Should I make
the first move or wait 'ti!-" "All's you gotta do is be here, Sickman. I used
to party with these two back in high school. They're good to go. Here, take a
toke off this, it'll calm you down."
Andy, THC and booze particles circulating like alphabet soup through his
pink brain, feeling content and light like be might float off that cushy couch at
any second, daydreamed of that moment at the biker bar when Jeb introduced
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them. On the dance floor, the slow spots of the disco light, the Elvis song
("Always on my Mind"), her telling him not to be afraid to get closer, to hold,
never be afraid to hold. His hands around her steep hips, swaying. And all the
thugs and killers in the leather around him doing the same thing with girls that
looked like lesser cousins of Eliza. There was only peace in that moment, no
more threats, only smiles hidden beneath overgrown beards. Then the exception: a baldheaded troll in overalls leaning against the pinball machine, his
beard frizzy and massive, his button eyes beaming tiny death rays at the tight
space between Andy and Eliza's bodies.
"Jeb, do ya think that guy in the bar was one of Eliza 's boyfriends?"
"What guy, Sickman?" "The one with the long-ass beard." "That's every guy
in the place, ya pinhead."
Mary and Eliza returned single file out of the kitchen and tried to appear
alluring by swinging their hips like belly dancers, but fucked it up with more
giggles and spilt beer. "We've decided to give you a grand tour of the apartment- this way, boys . .. "
Jeb and Mary disappeared into the first bedroom and Eliza took Andy by
the hand and walked on down the hall and . . . it smelled like incense in her
room. The black light made a fuzzy poster of a long-haired skeleton bursting
out of his grave glow with a greenish hue. There was nothing more than a mattress and a nightstand amongst the piles of socks and bras and underwear lit
up all purple. Andy, looking at the nightstand: "Who's the little girl in the picture?" Eliza, behind him, tensing, refraining from kissing his neck, her voice
distant: "My daughter; she lives with her grandparents." Andy, slowly turning,
placing his arms around her bony waist, looking into the purple whites of her
eyes: "I'm really glad that Jeb knew the bouncer and all and got me into the
bar and I met you and .. . " "Shhhh," Eliza pushing Andy down toward the
mattress, him trusting, finally relaxing and falling. And she fidgeted with
something under a mound of clothes on the side of the bed, and Led Zeppelin
crackled through some distant, hidden speakers: I should have quit y ou such a
long time ago ... I should have quit y ou, babe, such a long time ago ... I
wouldn 1 be here with all my troubles down on this killin ' floor!
And then she was on top of him, flinging off his jean jacket, tearing at his
dago-T with her red Lee Press-On Nails, until she was scratching at his naked,
young chest like a wildcat! And Andy instinctively joined the frenzy, ripping
off her spandex skirt with surprising ease. A leopard-pattern thong! This was
a real woman, not some repressed high-school girl who would pull the old NoYes-Wait-Stop-It hurts-Do y ou love me-What s wrong? routine. She had stretch
marks, but he didn 't know what stretch marks were yet, so this was no deduction in points. Then her bra was off and her large, sagging breasts swung into
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his face. They were the type of tits that a Grateful Dead artist would draw on
some cartoon hippie chick. Every cell in Andy's body was alive, hard, and her
hand guided him in. It was slow and savored at first, but then instinct kicked
in and he grabbed her tight by her big, cold ass, and she bucked him like a
rodeo bull. It was a good thing the booze and pot were still in his system. It
bought him ten minutes .
Hey, baby-baby. That was the best, baby -baby. Pass me a cigarette, babybaby And my dreams are whatever. And my zodiac is blah. And my cat s name
is blank. And my fath er is a swearword. And someday I'm gonna nothing.
Blam, blam, blam! It comes from the front room. The cheap metal door
rattles and sends tremors all the way into Eliza's comer bedroom. A pathetic,
drunken voice muffled by dusty windows : "Eliza! Open up, I know you ' re in
there! " Eliza, pulling the stained purple-glowing sheet up to her chin. "Oh shit,
it's Larry." Andy, wide-eyed, almost sober: "Is this your boyfriend?" "No, but
he's my daughter 's father." "What, your husband?" "No silly, why would I
marry that loser?" The pounding continues.
Andy, jamming one leg into his ripped jeans, struggling to hide his flaccid
peni s and hopping across the gritty shag carpet to the other bedroom, Eliza
trailing behind him in a black kimono. "Jeb, there 's some nut outside! " A deep
grunt, the squeaking of mattress springs. "Hey, Jeb! " A gasp, a moan. The
mattress still squeaking. Then a brutal noise comes from the picture window
down the hall. Eliza, pointing toward the front room: "That bastard's hitting
the window with a quarter, he 's gonna crack it yet, I'll get evicted. Somebody,
do something! " Her eyes are big, demanding, reaching out through the dim
light at Andy. "Jeb! " The squeaking gets faster and peaks, then stops dead. A
grunt, "I'll be right back, babe." The door flings inward. Jeb, leaning against
the jamb, barrel-chested, anns like logs crossed, a basketball-sized gut hanging over his gray boxers, brown hair like steel wool covering every inch of his
exposed flesh soaked with sweat, and saying, ''Now who 's doing what?"
"Eliza's ex is out there! " "So let ' im be, Sickman. I know the guy, he's a little
disturbed, just let ' im blow off some steam. Go back to bed, make love not
war, ya pindick."
And Jeb 's advice was almost followed , but then there was a shadow.
Behind Jeb, behind Mary who was shrouded in a sheet, smiling in the darkness, behind the cast-iron headboard of the squeaky bed, through the dim light
of the fogged-up window, through the white, blithe curtains, it penetrated. The
outline of a wide body, a round head, a beard like Santa Claus. A wide arm
raised, a wide hand making contact with the window. Blam, blam, blam! An
underwater voice, "Eliza, let me in!"
And Jeb turned, and Mary bounded off the bed into his arms, "Oh-ma-
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God, he's crazy! " And Eliza squeezed Andy 's arm, "He knows we 're here,
goddammit!" So something had to be done. Andy couldn't show her he was a
scared kid, even if he was a scared kid. "Let's kick his ass, Jeb! " "Calm your
hardness, Sickman, let me find my shoes ."
The kitchen shutters sprang apart. Andy, cheap boots on, open jean jacket, no shirt, red claw marks on his hairless chest, shoulders back, walking
tough but slow, looking back: "Come on, Jeb. "
And in walked Mary, toga-wrapped in a sheet, and then Eliza, still in her
kimono, slipping her big paddle feet into the dusty owl slippers, and they chattered like junior-high-school girls at their first dance. "They ' re gonna fightoh-ma-god-cool, Larry needs a good ass whuppin ' !" And finally Jeb trots in
still in his boxers, a pair of AM Vets penny loafers added to his feet, one hand
pinching a Marlboro, the other probing down his shorts and scratching his
balls. "Let's kick his ass, Jeb!" "Hold up, Sickman." Jeb steps in front of
Andy, unlocks the yellow door, and exits into the chilly night air before he can
follow. Silence, then murmuring getting louder. No damn windows in the
kitchen . No sweat, Jeb would handle the situation. If fighting started, though,
Andy would run out in a flash.
Jeb ducked in again-every hair on his body standing up like a werewolf
from the cold, closing the door on the words, that little fuck. "What's up, Jeb,
did you tell him to hit the trail?" "The man's not taking no for an answer,
Sickman, says he wants to kick your ass for messing with his girl. " "But that's
not even his girl. " I think he needs a little convincing, Sickman." "You're
gonna back me up, right?" "Like I said, Sickman, we shoulda never opened the
door ... but if you wanna fight ' im, I'll make sure his scurvy friend doesn't
step in; it'll be one on one. " "Friend?" Andy swallows. Eliza looks at him,
"Come on, it's one on one." There is no backing out. The room goes narrow.
Andy, sweating alcohol, instantly sober, stepped forward, a rubbery arm
reaching for the door, wanting to look back at Jeb, but flinging it open instead.
A sidewalk led to a gravel parking lot. Two dark figures thirty feet ahead,
bluish in color from the weak rays of the distant apartments' porch lights. Cool
air that felt beautiful across his hot chest. Excited voices, people rushed out
from the other buildings on the left and right. And everything narrowed, encircling him as he continued to walk forward, crunching dry leaves under his feet.
Even the dark shapes of cars dragged themselves closer, and the massive oaks
bent down, creating a dome over the battleground with their bald branches.
Andy looked back one last time. Jeb, a beer in one hand, the other hand
unfurling from Mary's waist and rising into the air in a square fist. "Dot 'im
in the eye, Sickman! " Eliza, bowlegged, hands on hips, kimono fluttering in
the soft wind, "Kick his ass, do it for me, baby! " Why didn't Jeb walk up with
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him? This had to be some sort of test. Jeb always said a true man could walk
alone.
"You're gonna die, you little fuck!" There was the baldheaded troll from
the bar in spitting distance, taking a final sip of beer and tossing the bottle onto
the gravel. "Kick his ass, Larry. " The scurvy friend patted him on the shoulder and stepped aside. Andy's heart pulsed in his stomach like a kettledrum.
His arms were still rubbery and light, but he held them up like maybe they ' d
know what to do when the time came. The troll didn 't look as big as his shadow and appeared more pudgy than stocky. In fact, Andy was taller than he
was, and that somehow seemed a plus . And they circled each other like dogs
at first, the troll occasionally laughing in a deep raspy grunt. And Andy looked
into his hollow button eyes and some primal force pulled him in. He felt like
he would leap out of his skin if he had to wait another confounded second, so
he lunged forward. And the troll reacted with a short jab to Andy 's brow that
lit up his head like fireworks , but he was still standing, and his young body
reacted like a gunshot with a kick to the balls that caught the troll completely
off guard. The older man slumped forward clutching his nuts, and Andy shot
a one-two combination, the right popping open his upper lip somewhere
beneath the overgrown beard, the left landing hard and solid to his temple,
making him stumble sideways. This was no biker, but a weak, middle-aged
drunk, and Andy 's body became a swinging machine, all his youth and fear
searing out in motion, threatening never to stop, blasting the troll in the nose
and eyes and ears and gut, until he fell on the gravel and curled up like a fetus ,
and Andy tried to kick him with his square-toed cowboy boots-"I'll kill
ya! " -but vice-like hands pulled him back: "That's enough, Sickman, you got
'im." "I'll kill him! " And the scurvy friend dashed out of the crowd, slung the
troll over his shoulder, and shoved him into the passenger side of a pickup
truck parked near the street. His bald, bloodied head poked through the open
window. Andy lurched forward half an inch, wanting to close the ten-foot gap
between them, only to be restrained again by Jeb. "I'll kill you! " The troll
leaned out, blood dripping from his nose into his beard, words slow and humble, "You' ll find out, son, the bitch ain't even worth it ... " The crank of the
ignition, gravel and leaves flying, red taillights getting smaller down the quiet
road, and Jeb released Andy. Someone offered him a lawn chair, and he fell
back into it. "You kicked his ass! " "Unbelievable! " "Just like a mini-Jeb! "
Strange arms patted Andy on the shoulders. Beers were handed down, a cold
one placed on the gash in Andy 's brow. Eliza sat on his lap, her big ass making his thighs go numb, and poured the best beer he had ever tasted into his
mouth like he was a pharaoh. "You looked so hot when you were out there
poundin' him in the head, baby!" And Andy, brushing Eliza aside for a just a
second as she tried to kiss him. "Jeb? Where 's Jeb?" The crowd parted. Jeb
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and Mary, squatting down, wrapped together in her sheet. "I'm right here,
Sickman, or should I say maniac?" "How ' d I do? Did I do all right?" Jeb,
looking wise and amused-"You did pretty good, Sickman, now you know
what it's like"-then rising and walking toward the apartment, his hairy legs
exposed, Mary twisting in the sheet, elevated in his arms. And Andy yelled,
"What whats like?"
"Not knowing what's gonna happen next, Siiiiickmaaaaaan!"
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Peaches

Kathleen Quigley

'm not sure when I realized that Peaches wasn 't a good baby-sitter.
Maybe it was when we would all be swimming at the pool, playing
Creature from the Black Lagoon, and he would run his hands down the entire
length of our bodies when he was the Creature and was only supposed to tag.
Maybe it was while I realized that instead of just hanging out watching us, he
had a way of staring that made the bottom of my spine tingle. At first, we
thought he was absolutely the coolest baby-sitter ever. He let us have all of our
friends come over to our apartment, even encouraged us to invite them over.
It was 1974 and the sexual revolution was in full swing, but I didn ' t know
that. I was twelve, hopelessly flat, and in love with the boy next door. But the
boy next door only lived next door some of the time, when he was visiting his
dad, and barely knew I existed until I feigned an interest in birds so that I
could sit quietly with him in the brush, hoping to catch glimpses of yellow
horn-billed spotted warblers or whatever he called them.
Peaches lived in our apartment complex and was a lordly eighteen, six
years older than me and nine years older than Rory. His light blond hair was
always cut in a short buzz cut, and his scalp gleamed a peachy glow from
always being mildly sunburnt. His family had moved to St. Louis from
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Atlanta, and someone in one of his classes had started calling him Peaches
because he came from Georgia. Peaches was a swimmer and had a swimmer's
triangular torso; his rippling stomach muscles branched out into broad shoulders. He had a cocky disregard for the divorcees at the pool, yet they were constantly fawning over him and asking him to please spread suntan oil on their
backs or bring the radio closer to them so they could hear his radio too. If I
had known what sexy was, I would have thought of Peaches.
I didn't know what sexy was, though. I generally had crushes on smart,
quiet boys who would get crushes on loud, stupid blondes with bigger boobs
than I could ever hope to have. Jack, the boy occasionally next door, told me
about genes and how everyone had two pairs of each type that made people
into who they were. I didn 't even own my first pair of blue jeans yet, so the
concept of another type of invisible gene was more than my nonscientific
brain could digest. Jack said that Peaches had muscle genes, but the doctor
must have cut out his brain gene altogether because he was dumb.
Peaches was smart enough to know better than to play strip poker the first
time he baby-sat for us. When Mom asked him to watch us, it was no big deal.
We had had boy baby-sitters before. Kevin and Rory didn 't like to have boys
as much, because they liked to brush up against breasts while sitting next to
the girl baby-sitters on the couch when we were watching the late-night
movies. We knew Peaches from the pool and thought he was fun; Mom knew
his mom and thought he was trustworthy.
Most of the kids in the neighborhood were latch-key kids, so we had been
amusing ourselves with variations on boy-girl party games after school for a
couple of years. We had played spin the bottle for kisses in our previous apartment complex until Mom caught us, but there hadn 't been that many girls, so
it came down to me having to do a lot of kissing, and avoiding my brothers
because kissing your brother was against the law and just plain gross, even
grosser than kissing a regular boy.
The first time Peaches baby-sat was a hot, muggy Saturday night, and
Mom had told him she would be out pretty late. He said that was no problem;
we could play board games if we got bored. I was thinking that Candy land was
definitely too much of a baby 's game for me and hoped that he would want to
play Parcheesi. Monopoly was out of the question, because I didn't like being
in jail, and Kevin would always pitch the game in a fit of fury if he were losing too badly. Rory would refuse to spend any money, preferring to hold onto
his initial wealth, allowing it to slowly accumulate from the Chance cards and
Passing Go.
He looked through the games we had stacked in the hall closet and said
they were all baby games. Kevin asked Peaches if we could follow the bug
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truck if it came by, and he said sure. Following the bug truck was almost as
exciting as the ice-cream truck. There had been a wave of sleeping sickness
out East, but it had been enough to scare the city of St. Louis into spraying
weekly to prevent mosquitoes. Summers in St. Louis were always hot and
muggy; mosquitoes were usually thick in the air from dusk until morning.
When the bug truck came, we kids in the neighborhood would ride our bikes
right behind it, inhaling the cloud of pesticide. We would get light-headed and
dizzy, weaving loops through the streets of the apaiiment complex.
As the summer sky faded to an inky blue, Peaches sat on a lawn chair by
the front door, watching us play with our friends. My best friend, Gina, and I
were playing hopscotch, trying hard to ignore her little sister Tina's nasal
whine, begging us to let her play too. Gina's curly hair bounced against her
sun-darkened shoulders. The boys popped wheelies on their bicycles in the
street until it was too dark to see. "Time to come inside, y'all."
"Ahhh, do we have to?" Kevin asked, running the back of his hand across
his forehead to smooth the sweat away.
"Can Gina come in?" I asked with my fingers crossed behind my back.
"You can all have over two friends each."
This was shocking. Mom always told us that we couldn't have friends over
while we were being baby-sat, and up to this moment, none of our baby-sitters
had wanted more kids in the apartment. We all whooped. It meant that everyone who was outside could come into our apartment, so we all piled in and
wiggled into our spaces in the living room.
"Tell us a ghost story, Peaches." I hoped he knew some good scary stories
like our last boy baby-sitter had.
"Those are for babies. I don't know any ghost stories." He scratched the
bristly hair behind his ear. Jack had said that's what Peaches needed to do to
make his brain work. It must have worked. "I know. Let's play spin the bottle."
"I'm not kissing my sister," Kevin said, and Rory nodded his head up and
down as if it were being jerked by a wire.
"We can't play spin the bottle. My mom told us not to." Gina's eyes were
round with fear.
"Ah, Gina, don't be such a baby. It's just a little peck on the lips. That's
it," her little sister, Tina, said. Tina was bold, and even though she was only
going into fifth grade, she was very curious about what men and women did
when the doors were closed. She was always speculating about bow babies

were made and we had caught her more than once kissing boys in the woods
when we were all supposed to be playing hide and seek.
"Yeah, come on, Gina, don't be a spoilsport," we all chimed in. She turned
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a husky red and finally agreed. She giggled loud and long whenever the bottle pointed toward her, then flinched under a quick kiss.
We played for about an hour, the bottle spinning faster and faster, my
brothers and I spinning it sometimes two or three times until we landed on
someone of the opposite sex, someone we were not related to. Tina would try
to position herself in front of the bottle whenever the boys were spinning it,
looking bored and disinterested when Gina or I were spinning the bottle. Little
Dickie Pearson would hunch his head into his shoulders and stare at the bottle, silently whispering, "Go, go, go," and sigh in relief when it landed on
Tina. He had a huge crush on her, and Kevin told me that Dickie beat off every
night thinking about her. I had protested, saying he was only in fifth grade, and
Kevin said that there was nothing little about Little Dickie. I guess he knew;
they used to camp out in our little fenced-in patio. Peaches started timing the
kisses, saying that lips were barely touching. "Ten seconds. A kiss has to last
at least ten seconds, otherwise it's not a kiss." The new kid, Ronnie, would
lick his lips during the entire game; whenever his spin landed on me, I would
hold my breath until his wet lips were back where they belonged across the
circle.
I didn't like the ten-second rule for his kisses. Part of me wanted more
than ten seconds with Peaches, but I didn't want an audience. But the ten seconds with Peaches left me feeling drained, like I had just swum ten laps without pausing for air. I was nervous and jittery whenever my bottle landed pointing at him. The little boys in the neighborhood didn't bother me, but Peaches
emanated a heat that I didn't understand. Kissing him made me feel like I did
when I sneaked into my closet and read Th e Bad Seed-a delicious thrill of
horror and fascination.
The phone rattled us out of our game. Peaches answered, "Donovan residence" and glared at us as we giggled and mimicked him. I could hear a sharp
female voice on the other end of the line and jabbed Gina. "It's your morn,"
Peaches nodded and said sure thing he ' d send them home and not to worry,
the girls had been very good, just playing board games. So we knew that we
had to keep it quiet. We would have anyway. Most of what we did when our
parents weren't around was secret; it was an unwritten law that none ofus told
our parents more than they wanted to hear.
"OK, everybody, time to go . I'll tell Mrs. Donovan you were all good, and
she ' ll let me baby-sit again."
"It's Mizz," I said. "Mom doesn 't want to be called Mrs. because she got
a divorce and she's too old to be a Miss." Peaches rolled his eyes. He was one
of those guys who enjoyed women 's lib because it meant no bras.
Summer was almost over before he got to baby-sit for us again. It had been
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a summer filled with playing at the pool all day and after Mom got home from
work, trying to get a break from the heavy St. Louis heat. At night, the adults
would crouch in the shallow end, immersing themselves in the pale aqua
water, moving to the edge to smoke cigarettes or take sips from the beers and
sodas they brought to the pool. Peaches would play Creature from the Black
Lagoon with us even if he were the lifeguard. One person would stand on tiptoes at the brink of the deep end and try to catch the kid who had just dived
off the board, racing to the shallow end to evade the grasp of the Creature.
More than once, Peaches had caught my bikini bottom, tugged at it, but stopping before it got too far off. "OOPS!" he'd always say, blaming it on water in
his eyes or I was going so fast he didn't know where I was in the water.
I was sitting on the edge of the tub watching Mom put on makeup one
Saturday night. Her long brown hair was brushed sleek and shining until it
flipped up on the ends . When she did that she looked just like Marlo Thomas.
She had on a pair of hip-hugger slacks and matchjng halter-top. She held out
her hand and I slapped her five.
"Maggie, please give me my boobs."
I slipped my hand inside my halter-top and took out the foam breasts that
she tucked inside her bra or halter-top when she felt like she needed a little
extra lift. Sometimes, when Mom was at work, I would put on one of her bras
or the Merry Widow she had worn on her wedding day and insert the foam
into the gaping space between my flat chest and the empty cone of the bra
cups. It never looked real, because my ribs were clearly visible stretching flat
across my chest without the gradual slope from the cleavage.
"Who's going to watch us tonight?"
"Peaches." I saw her looking at me in the angle of the mirror and I
blushed. "Do you have a crush on Peaches, Maggie?"
"No, of course not. He's too old." I examined my cuticles for stray pieces
of skin that needed to be yanked out.
"You can still have crushes."
"No. He's just cute. You know."
Mom crimped her eyelashes to make them frame her eyes, making a wide
0 with her mouth. She always looked at my eyelashes after she did that. "At
least you got your dad's eyelashes. So pretty and long." I got his feet too, so
it was a small comfort to have pretty eyelashes when I had longer feet than
Sasquatch, according to my brothers. Peaches rang the doorbell and Mom
yelled downstairs to come on in and grab a soda. She asked me to go down
and keep him company while she finished getting ready.
Peaches seemed overdressed for the heat. His T-shirt was tucked into his
cutoffs, and he had on a regular work shirt over his T-shirt. He even had on
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tube socks, gym shoes, and a belt. There was a fine sheen of perspiration on
his upper lip. He had helped himself to a soda and was running it across his
forehead when he noticed me.
"Hey, Maggie, ready for some fun tonight?" His voice was huskier than
the boys my age. Theirs were thin and reedy, still subject to occasional tonal
surges.
"More board games?" I tried to pretend I was disinterested.
"If you 're lucky. Where are your brothers?"
"Playing in the woods. They'll be back soon." Kevin and Rory would play
in the woods bordering the apartment complex until it was almost dark or the
mosquitoes drove them out. Since it was so dark in the woods, the mosquitoes
usually won.
Peaches flipped on the television and tried to find something, but all the
shows were reruns and he had seen them all, and I really didn 't want to watch
them. I had started making a picture in crayon of Jack's name, with the colors
going out ever wider and broader, so that Jack's name looked like a psychedelic cloud. Peaches peeked over my shoulder and teased me for having a
crush on Jack.
Mom whistled for the boys before she left, her loud, ear-splitting whistle
that summoned us home every night at dinnertime, then again when it was
time to come inside. The boys clattered home on their bikes, muddy and stinking of boy smells. "Upstairs right now. Take a bath. Peaches doesn 't need to
smell two swamp rats all night long." She kissed them good-bye, then kissed
me on the tip of my nose, careful not to smudge her lipstick on me, and warned
us to behave before she drove off.
Peaches asked me to find some playing cards so he could play solitaire
while I was drawing. Gina and Tina came over and asked if I could play outside with them. Gina and I had been speculating about what would happen the
next time Peaches sat for us, and all we could come up with was that he might
try to French kiss us. Gina was afraid she ' d get pregnant if that happened,
because her mom had told her that girls got pregnant from an exchange of
bodily fluid. I assured her that it was impossible to get pregnant from kissing
only. She would have to be naked to get pregnant, and as long as she kept on
her clothes, she would not get pregnant.
We hopped in the squares of the hopscotch that always seemed to be
scrawled across the sidewalk leading to our front door. I could hear Peaches
shuffling the cards over and over, like small bursts of gunfire. Kevin and Rory
clomped down the stairs, their hair wet and slick against their heads. Twilight
came earlier than the last time Peaches had been with us, and soon all the
neighborhood kids were sitting on our patch of lawn, talking about who our
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teachers would be and where we were going to sit on the school bus. I was
going to start junior high, so I wouldn't be on the same bus with anyone else,
except some kids I barely knew from the other side of the apartment complex.
The mosquitoes were biting us to pieces as if they were having their last
supper. We slapped at our skin until Peaches said, "Why don 't you all come
inside? You won't have to slap at the bugs all night." A couple of kids had to
ask their parents, then they all came back and joined us on the living-room
floor.
"Hey, Peaches, what are we going to play?" Kevin asked.
"I'm going to teach you all how to play poker." My brothers and I already
knew how. One of Mom's boyfriends used to teach us card games, and he
liked five-card draw. We bet pennies with him.
Everyone else picked it up pretty quickly and we weren't really betting,
just making marks on a piece of paper since nobody had brought change.
"Hey, this is getting boring," Peaches said, scratching the hair above his ear.
"We need something to really bet."
"Like what?" Rory asked. He never wanted to use the change in his piggy
bank.
"I don 't know. Maybe our clothes?"
Gina's horrified expression mirrored how I felt. "We can't take off our
clothes!"
"You'll just have to try harder to win."
According to Peaches 's rules, the person with the worst hand had to take
off one piece of clothing. As it was summertime, none of us had on that many
articles of clothing-five- if our shoes counted. Within less than a half-hour
the boys had all shed their shirts and shoes and Gina, Tina, and I were just
wearing our shirts and underpants. I had tried to get my earrings to count for
an article, but was booed by everyone because I was the only one wearing any
earrings. Peaches had taken off his work shirt and belt in the two rounds that
he lost.
I lost the next round and had to choose between being naked on the bottom or not wearing a shirt. I chose my top because it looked the same as a
boy 's. I tried to do it with my shoulders thrown back as if it didn't bother me,
but I was embarrassed and leaned my head over so my hair could hang over
my shoulders and possibly mask my chest. I looked at Peaches through my
bangs, and he was shuffling the deck while his eyes were on me. He smiled
and glanced at the cards, dealing them swiftly, his hands flashing golden tan
and pale pink palm flesh. There was little talking during the game, just halfhearted ribald encouragement when someone would waver about taking off
their last remaining piece of clothing.
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Within the space of what seemed like an eternity, but was about as long as
one side of Tapestry by Carole King, everyone but Peaches was naked; he still
had on his cutoffs, underwear, and socks. I kept hoping the phone would ring
and save me, save us all from our nakedness. It didn 't. Each article of clothing had come off with little fanfare. I looked around at all of us; there was
nothing special about any of our bodies, except Little Dickie 's. He did indeed
have a very large penis, compared to the other boys. Peaches had said, "Whoa,
is that a boa?" and Little Dickie had looked half embarrassed, half proud, and
tried to hide it with his legs. Gina started to cry and we all grew quiet and
uncomfortable. It didn't seem like fun anymore. The tingling feeling I had
been having between my legs subsided and I just wanted to pee and get
dressed. I wanted Peaches to go home, and my mom to be home, lying next to
me in bed talking about her night.
Peaches scratched behind his ear again, "Well, you all better practice your
poker if you don't want to lose again." We all reached behind us for our bundle of clothes and scrambled into them, relieved to have a layer of fabric
between our bodies and Peaches's eyes. Even though we were all nearly naked
in our swimming suits, it seemed different. The flimsy bikinis or baggy swim
trunks kept us innocent of ourselves and each other. None of us were really
ready to be naked, not even Tina with her trysts in the woods.
"Or wear about ten more pieces of clothing like you did." Kevin was
angry. He never liked to lose, and especially hated to have it thrown in his face
when he did.
None of us ever said anything to Mom, but she must have sensed something happened. She never asked him to watch us again, or maybe she did and
he always found reasons to say no. He went away to school in the fall. When
he would come home on weekends we would see him driving around with his
girlfriend. She had long blond hair and really big boobs . I could imagine the
two of them sitting across from each other, golden and naked; his stare would
be hot on her chest. She would know what to do next and her eyes would have
the same look that the models in my uncle's Play boy magazine had, bold and
challenging. I didn 't know what was supposed to happen next, but I was convinced that Peaches did.
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Ships and Subs

Deb R. Lewis

nce the war and the Navy finished with me, after a couple weeks of
scraping by in Chicago, I put in for a job as doorman, and after a
queer little talk, the owner asked me ifl was in the service. When I said I'd
been in the Navy, his rodent eyes lit up.
"You mean you were a sailor?"
"Yes, sir," I said. I'd enlisted under false pretenses to escape the boredom
of southern Indiana at fifteen- had just turned eighteen between VE-Day and
my honorable discharge.
"Not a marine?" he asked. Some guys think marines are tougher or something, or that sailors are sissies.
"Oh no, sir. Not a marine." I was sirring him all over the place, like the
admiral himself. I was worried he wouldn't want me if I hadn't been a marine,
but he gave me the job and I started a couple of nights later. The next few
weeks went by pretty quickly and uneventfully; in fact, the nights dragged as
bad as the days and nights on sea patrol.
One night, as I stood hot as hell in the long, dark-green coat and cap in the
hotel lobby, watching the black doorman, Jonesy, push the flaps of the revolving door round and round like it was his personal carousel, the other lazy bas-
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tard-a pasty, thin-lipped sniveler named Veems-tried to tell me how the
bucks were made. I didn't think there was any such thing as a male whore, and
I said so.
"Why do you think a joint like this puts three doormen on duty?" asked
Veems. Like my old sea buddy on the USS lnvictus, Stems, he seemed to have
an angle. But Sterns'd been a hard worker, sometimes I could've sworn the
Navy itself knit him from steel cables; instead, Veems was a limp bastard, and
awfully damn shiftless. He slouched on a leather bench, leaning back sloppily against the wall so that it pushed the bill of his cap over his eyes. Despite it
being August, we had to be in full uniform- including the overcoat with its
half cape in the back- at all times. I can't tell you how still you've got to be
to keep from soaking your shirt. Veems barely moved his pale lips to sneer in
my direction: "There ain't that many old Jewesses coming in, wanting their
bags dragged to hell and back."
Though us doormen doubled as bellhops and bouncers, I had to admit I
was pretty bored. At least one of us could have been sent home. I'd been
standing in front of the elevators trying to look snappy, just like general quarters on ship, but wilting under the stone-dead traffic. With Jonesy at the front
door, Veems on the north wall, and the owner shuffling papers behind the
south-hand desk, we formed a kind of diamond. The only other life in the
lobby was some sun-starved rubber trees flanking the little bench where
Veems sat. Jonesy had been slapping the door around and around for a halfhour straight, and wasn't showing any sign of stopping soon.
"But there aren 't that many ladies coming in anyway," I said, thinking on
the topic of male whores. In Union, Indiana, men pronounced the word whore
with a kind of who sound, dragging the o a little bit when they called after my
mother, who laughed hot and left them blistering. Whoore.
The owner-also the night manager, the short, apish squeak who'd hired
me-usually engrossed in his books, looked up at me. I say "books" because
there were two of them, one covered in red and the other black, and he
ciphered in them faithfully every night. His eyes darted over to Veems, waiting to hear how he'd answer, but he himself never said a word or turned his
black-stringy balding head back to see how I was taking it.
"No, not many ladies." Veems raised a showman's arm toward the elevators, whose gates had these classy, dull-brass peacocks on them, and said, wi th
a little razzmatazz, "But plenty of queens!"
J onesy just kept smacking that door around. That fwup ... fwup .. . fwup
sound was as monotonous as three months at sea. I narrowed my eyes and
pushed my jaw forward , wanting to punch him (though it was partially meant
for Veems), and his eyes met mine, flat and uncaring, as if my worst couldn 't
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touch him. The biceps of his left arm-the one he used to push the door
around-strained the fabric of his green overcoat. His other arm didn't even
stress the sleeve when he bent a hand up to lift his cap and wipe away the
beads of sweat on his forehead. He reminded me of those fiddler crabs I'd seen
once at the Shedd Aquarium.
When Veems said "queens," I thought of that old fruit, John Thomas, and
how he'd been so kind to me- at great expense, taking a strange sailor into his
home those three nights-and how happy he'd been that I'd merely shown
him common courtesy. I felt like defending an old auntie's honor, what with
the way Veems said it and all. I decided he wasn't worth the hot and humid
effort.
Still, honeymooning with a bunch of flits didn 't appeal to me, even if it
meant a little cash.
Now and again, a call would come from one of the rooms, lighting up a
little bulb on the switchboard panel at the elevator end, behind the desk.
Usually Veems went, only to return fifteen or twenty minutes later with the
buttons of his coat still undone. Occasionally, the boss would point at Jonesy,
belt out a room number, and Jonesy would strut wordlessly to the elevatorin no big hurry, I might add-and go on up, leaving the lobby strangely and
painfully still. When these fellows returned, it was with the cockiness of having gotten a handsome tip for nothing at all .
One night, the owner pointed at me and said, "Noise complaint about
212."
Veems gloated, "You'll get a fiver for that one." Probably meaning five
knuckles in the face. For some reason, the owner didn 't care about Veems's
shiftlessness. He rewarded the bastard for sitting on his keister all night by
sending me on the shitty, slim-to-nothing tip jobs.
On the second floor, there was an awful racket you could hear all the way
from the elevators. I strolled to the source and, sure enough, I landed at the
door marked 212. From within came the piing, piing, piing of a ukulele and
then a shrill woman's voice singing in an operatic screech :
Who's that knocking at my door? Who 's that knocking at my door?
Who 's that knocking at my door, said the fair young mai-ai-aiden.

When I knocked, it stopped abruptly and a man said, "Come on in." Then
the caterwauling started up again, this time with a man's deep baritone:
Why, it's only me, I'm back from the sea. I'm Barnacle Bill, the sai-ailor.
I'm back from the sea, come marry me. I'm Barnacle Bill, the sailor.
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When I opened the door, there was an awful sight of a drag queen-worse
than any mop-wigged Carmen Miranda I saw on ship. He stood right square
with the door, in the center of the room in a lemon-colored silk gown and
white heels with a platinum-blond wig on top, making no attempt to hide his
bushy mustache and jet black eyebrows. Between him and me, there was a
flimsy metal music stand with two or three different sets of sheet music lying
at its feet, and I felt that the sheet music had nothing whatever to do with his
singing. The dark woodwork around the top and bottom of the walls only
served to make the room look tinier than it actually was . His yellow meringue
vibrated against the mint green walls, and the sight of him obliterated the solid
confines of the room.
He curtsied and nodded at the ukulele player sitting on the foot of the bed.
This white-shirted fellow, who ' d raised his head during the intermission, now
cramped back over his instrument. They started from the top, with the burly
queen singing both parts.
A voice startled me. "What can we do for you, friend?" It came from a
man sitting in a chair to my extreme right, beyond the open edge of the door,
between the bed and the wall. He looked like he ' d had a drink or two, like he ' d
smoked an extra couple cigarettes or something, and his smile made me want
to deck him right off. Insolent jackass is what he was, sitting up with his head
forward-like a clerk bent too long over his books. His tie was loose and his
sleeves had been rolled to the elbow.
I glared at the singer and said, "Keep it down, why don't ya? Other people are trying to sleep."
They stopped their recital and looked at me as if I was the one out of place.
The bent devil in the chair twisted the cap on his pint, then tossed it so that I
had to catch it.
He waved a hand as if shooing a fairy into the sky, and said, "Have a swig,
have a swig. Don't be so uptight, friend ."
If he called me friend again, I planned to hit him.
He brought his hand down on his lap with a smacking sound. That was
when I spied the anchor tattoo on his foreann.
"Navy?" I asked, feeling suddenly magnanimous as I unscrewed the pint
cap, pointing the bottom of the bottle at his blue-inked flesh before taking an
icy-hot swill. Gin. Awful, ghastly stuff. Perfect complement to the mint green
walls. After it went down, I pushed air through my teeth.
"Yeah, want to make something of that, too?" He pulled himself up to a
slightly better posture-not much-propped up on his elbows.
"Nab," I told him, passing the bottle back. "I was on the destroyer USS
lnvictus."
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He pushed out his lower lip before finally taking the bottle. "Never heard
of it. Which ocean?"
"Atlantic." I don't know why but it always sounded colder and crueler
than the Pacific. I never sailed in the West, but the name of the Pacific gave
me over to visions of a hammock between two palm trees. The Atlantic's
reminded me of how icy-cold salt spray could smack your face like a steel
plate. "She's a destroyer," I added, not without pride.
"Oh-a skimmer." He sounded unimpressed, sticking the bottle into the
chair next to his leg and settling back. As usual with everyone in the service,
he was older than me.
"Puss assignment," he said, finally, waving at me like I was a dismissable
fairy, too. "Submarine-fighting Japs-now that's a seaman's job."
Imagine the nerve of this guy! I imagined the ghost of Sterns standing
between me and the yellow flit, that white sailor's cap forward over his dark
crew cut, his legs spread and arms crossed with authority, his limbs ropy as
ever under a shroud-white uniform. A worthy shellback if there ever was one.
The ghost curtly nodded, and I heard his voice in my ears: Go ahead, you 're
not a wag anymore.
"Wasn't much to the Japs," I said, getting a little hot. "You didn't even
have to kill 'em, the suicidal bastards, you just watch 'em come dropping out
of the sky. Hunting and killing U-boats-now that was a mission. Those
canned Krauts wanted to live. An' I wasn't going to mention it, but it's two to
a room max, friend." My mentor, my buddy, my fuck-buddy, my first-there
weren't words for what Stems had meant to me-and he'd been swept off
deck before my very eyes in a stormy battle. I felt his steel in my forearmsmy hands making fists; I couldn't let this son-of-a-bitch spit on the lnvictus
and her crew.
At that point, Pollyanna decided to pip, "Excuse me, if you don't mind,
could the two of you go to his room?"
He snatched up his bottle, rose out of the chair, and came straight at me,
and just as I stepped back to let him pass, he came to a halt and squared up a
bit. I say "a bit" because he had those stooped shoulders that bubbleheadssubmariners, understand-get from ducking all the time. There was something
embarrassing about the moment and the way he eyed me, but then he went on
past and down the hall. I went to follow, turned back to discover that Stems 's
ghost had vanished, and squinted accusingly at the other two, pointing a finger at them, then shut the door behind me. I followed the submariner to 217,
where he unlocked the door and went in, leaving it open for me.
His room was just like the other, only mirroring, with the bed and chair on
the left and a wall with two small, dark-framed pictures to the right. A wash-
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basin stood in the far corner, just to the right of the window, for show. The pictures in each room showed the same minute flowers splotched above the same
blue vase, but the washbasins-I don't think there was ever two exactly alike
in the whole building.
I heard the twittering start up again five doors down but decided it wasn't
really all that bad. At least it was on key. Sort of. The deep parts were.
"The Germans were cowards," he said finally, giving the butt of the bottle
a wave in my direction. "Once we got a fleet up, they didn 't want to fight so
bad. Them Japs, though, were murder-they'd have sent their mothers if they
had to, their first-born sons. All of 'em willing to die for the emperor. Your
German bastards didn't have any spirit- if they did, you'd know just what a
sissy you are." On the word sissy, his empty hand shoved my shoulder, but I
took off my overcoat and held my ground.
"Well, bubblehead," I told him, shoving him in the middle of his chest,
"we sank five subs just like your old tin can." Insulting a sailor's ship is right
up there with insulting a man's sister-he can call her anything be pleases, but
everyone else bas to fight for the privilege.
He screwed the cap on the bottle and threw it between the pillows up at
the bead of the bed. "I been underwater so long, I can fight you holding my
breath." This time he shoved with both hands against my shoulders. From his
slightly stooped appearance, you wouldn't think he was strong enough to push
as hard as he did.
"You and your sub!" I spat, putting up fists. "You're nothing but a hunchback!"
Instead of hitting me, he threw me off guard by coming at me with his
arms wide open. He wrapped himself quickly around me like a squid, trapping
my arms against my chest, then swept me off balance so I toppled over onto
the foot of the bed. He pressed my left side into the mattress, bending me into
it with all his weight, forcing me to turn facedown with my chest against the
bed and my knees on the floor. If we hadn't been fighting, he could as well
have been Cousin Earl forcing me to kneel for bedtime prayers. He swung one
of my arms up behind my back, pinning me in place. I had to hand it to him;
he knew how to take a man down.
With one of his arms now freed, I expected a kidney shot, but instead he
reached around my waist, fumbling for my belt. The surprise of it sent a thrill
through me, reminded me again of Sterns and his massive hands. Stems'd've
whupped somebody this way-it was just his wiseguy style: wrestle a guy
down without much hurt, but all the same, assert an incontestable victory. I
struggled out of principle, but I knew it was pretty much a lost cause as my
trousers fell down around my knees.
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I'm not going to tell you I particularly wanted it, though I didn 't fight,
maybe, as hard as I should have-it turned out harsher than I imagined. Once
he' d got my pants down and unzipped his fly, he let up, and I might have been
able to get away- but it dido 't happen like that. I'm not going to say it dido 't
hurt, either. It hurt all right, like being stabbed in your tenderest part with a
knife that has been dipped in tar, then dropped in sand- an abrasive, punchued feeling. It's a sensation that turns to panic if you don 't breathe just right.
It hurt because this man wasn 't Stems; he didn't have Stems 's knack for what
he was doing. I don 't think it was comfortable for him, either- it couldn 't
have been.
So I kept breathing and let it happen, wishing my favorite old salt were
there-either stopping the scene, or easing it over into something good.
Something almost a little fun. I mourned his long absence, and felt the grief of
the second week, the third week after he ' d gone overboard, when I was finally sure that he wasn 't ever coming back. The haunting image of his pale, grim
face-lips pressed tightly shut against the churning salt waves- and the dark
gray hopelessness of ever saving him seared into me. The raw bum revisited
felt just like being forced to take it up the ass. I hadn 't realized how my grieving for him had dulled over time- I still carried it with me, sure, but it hadn 't
bit into me like this in a long time.
In my manly effort not to cry I tried to imagine Stems presiding over this
with a grin, though I didn 't see him in the room and couldn't have felt his
absence more keenly. I relaxed, and twinges of pain smoothed away as I quit
resisting. The submariner crushed me into the soft support of the bed, and I
felt the plush of the quilted bedspread, which smelt of smoke and detergent,
brush back and forth against my cheek as I heeded his rhythm. The harsh light
from the bulb peeking out from under the lampshade did not bother me.
Relaxing sounds simple. It ain't. If you struggle in your thoughts, your
body follows- same for the other way around: if you let go in all your muscles, your mind 's got to let go, too. I felt the shifts in the submariner's
thoughts, whether he was thinking about someone he missed or a place he
called home or sometime he'd been stepped on, too. Simultaneously, I went
on my own little trip, and as the seam in me opened wider and wider, I felt
more sorrow than I'd ever known.
Thinking about shitty, piss-ant Union, Indiana, and all that time they kept
my mother and me, her insane sister, Nettie, and Cousin Earl shut out with
words like whoore and bastard and touched and quiet; about how Mama told

this story (more than once and with great amusement) of tyke-sized me calling Hades, my Labrador dog, "Daddy"; about how she ' d whistle for Hades if
I asked who my real daddy was and shatter all peace with her laughter; about

240

Hair Trigger 23

being hungry all my life on account of the fear of my wild-eyed Aunt Nettie
that Mother instilled in us boys. Like country dogs, trained against the likelihood of being poisoned by neighbors, me and Earl didn't eat a thing unless my
mother handed it to us. Nettie's fitful fingers had poisoned their father and
mother, she had got away with it in her madness, and I spent my boyhood
afraid that the bite I just shoveled into my mouth was the one Aunt Nettie had
poisoned to kill me. Long-lost memories crept back into the fold, bending
back on themselves, blending in, rising and rising each time he punched into
me. And like a thick mist around it all, there was my longing for Stems. By
the time he was done, I was crying like a boy.
I wasn't embarrassed, either, and if he'd gotten wise-mouthed about it,
I'd've done my best to kill him. I think he sensed this because he hauled himself up, retrieved the bottle, and flopped down in the chair, panting, as if he'd
been alone the whole time and was resting from a compulsively executed set
of push-ups. My tears had ceased when he loosened his grasp and pushed himself off my back. He didn't look at me for a long time, and I sat on my heels,
staring at him, dazed and barely together.
He smiled when I stood to pull up my trousers, making a mild gesture
toward a wet, whitish stain smeared down one of the black legs. I looked at
the quilt, and it was there, too, though not as noticeable against the light pattern, and I remembered distantly a sense of having come. It had washed
through me without sticking in my consciousness, without becoming noisy or
explosive, without feeling like life and death. He grinned at me, like he wanted
me to admit I'd enjoyed myself, but my face stayed loosely closed-I saw now
I'd been far too naked; the stabbing hurt would have been better than this.
Sullen, I pulled my coat back on, checking to be sure its length covered
the bit of stain I could not wipe away.
He pulled his wallet from a raised hip, eyeing me sourly as ifl had spoiled
his mood, pulled a couple mismatched bills from it, and threw them at me.
They drifted and circled, gliding to the floor, and their landing left me numb.
I kept my eyes on his, of some slight mind to leave that cold cash dead on the
floor, but there didn't seem any reason to it, so I picked those greenbacks up,
and as I left our eyes met again in mutual hatred.
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That Lady

Penelope Memoli

he said, "I know you look.in' to steal one ofmy blue-ribbon apple pies!
I know you look.in ' to do that!"
"Nah mam, I'm just getting my Frisbee."
"I don't see no Frisbee round here."
"I, uh, thought I saw it fly over here."
"You little thugs best remove yo'selves from my windowsill before I git
my gun!"
My little brother and I ran like hell under the single string of barbed wire
which separates Pie Town Trailer City from Pie Town Trailer Country, where
the trailers are farther apart. We didn't know anyone who lived in Trailer
Country except That Lady.
"Let's try That Lady's house."
"But she doesn't make any pies."
"Don't be a baby!"
"I'm not a baby, I'm six and three quarters."
"You're just scared?"
"I' m not scared."
Every kid in Pie Town is afraid of That Lady. She used to be a regular lady,
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but now she's a creepy lady. They all talk about her, but no one 's seen her, not
lately. I've seen her, when she was a regular lady, anyway. It was back when
Kenny was just a baby, so he 's too young to remember. It was before we went
to Nebraska to see Aunt Lola and Uncle Vern. We had hooked up our trailer
to the back of the truck. When you do that, everyone knows you 're up to
something so they come over and talk to you. I was playing with my Silly
Putty, wondering if those important people with their pictures in the paper
knew that kids stretch their faces, when I heard something dragging across the
gravel like someone was pulling something really heavy, stopping to rest, then
pulling again. It was Vivian Yarmola 's flattened flip-flops . They ' d been
mashed to her feet from hauling her gigantic body from Trailer Country to
Trailer City, back and forth throughout the day to see what everyone was up
to. She was approaching our trailer carrying a cheap wooden spice rack. Each
thigh must have had trouble squishing past the other because with each step
her hips turned. When she put her foot down, the fat on her sides would tum
with her hips, fast at first, then it'd come to a slowdown, but never fully stop
because she'd start moving her next leg. On top of all that there was also the
sound of her green windpants rustling, and making vroot vroot noises between
her thighs.
"Y ' all goin' away?" she said, like an elephant imitating a southern belle.
"We're going to visit my in-laws in Nebraska," my mother told her.
''Nebraska! Y ' all think you could do something for me while yer up there?
See, I got all these little bells, I got twelve of 'em, Wyoming, New Mexico,
Utah, Colorado, got all those in the same spot at the Four Comers Gift Shop.
I didn't actually go to Illinois, but my sister lives up there in Paxton; she sent
it to me and-"
"And you want us to get you one?"
"If it wouldn't be too much trouble. See, they ' re just these little white ones
with the stick-on decal of the state on the front. My goal is to someday get all
fifty, jus ' hope that damn Pear-toe Rico doesn 't get to be a state ever ' cause I
don't know anyone who'd ever go there."
"We'll try our best, Vivian."
My mother actually did get her the Nebraska bell; I think that was the last
one she ever got, stopped at thirteen. Vivian Yarmola doesn 't come around
snooping anymore. She doesn't come out of her trailer. Some of the neighbors
go to the store for her, bring her things, but mostly she doesn't see anybody,
except for the occasional kid and the store delivery guy.
Her trailer is the first one across the barbed wire with all the weeds growing around it. People used to trim them for her, but I guess they tired of doing
it. We ran around back near the trees so she wouldn 't hear us coming. From
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the trees we could hear talk shows on the television. There was a window we
could look in without standing on anything, so we sneaked over and peeked
in. I looked across a cushy flowered bedspread on an unmade bed to a typical
trailer kitchen littered with fundraiser candy-bar wrappers and Yoo-hoo drink
boxes, each one crushed. There were gold towels for curtains that made the
kitchen glow like the inside of a beehive. I wanted to look at all the items that
made the trailer look more like a storage locker, but I heard a booming voice
close to my head and became frozen in time and space. It was That Lady. What
I had thought was a bedspread was actually her house dress, her bed was
pushed up against the window. Her small television stood at the bottom of the
bed, framed by her cracked yellow feet now too big to be encased in flip-flops.
She lay there eating pie straight out of the tin that lay on her udder of a bosom
that she used for a table.
"Git out of here, this here's my property! Git out of here! " she yelled at us
with a full mouth. But I was too scared to run; all I could do was look at her. I
got a good look- I figured I should look while I was there, 'cause I wouldn't
be coming back anytime soon. I looked at her big head and stringy hair; she
had apple pie all over her mouth and crumbs all down the front of her. When
she yelled, bits of food came out of her mouth at my face. I could feel applepie mush stuck to the side of my cheek, but I didn't dare wipe it off. I guess I
didn't want her to know I thought she was gross. "Git out of here! I said, git
out of here, dammit!" When she said "dammit" I got scared and ran; I ran so
fast, and while I ran, I could hear her choking, heaving, hacking; it was the
worst coughing I'd ever heard. I listened to the eruptions until they died out as
I slid under the barbed wire.
Kenny and I pretty much forgot about That Lady. We ate our pie that night
for dessert and then looked for pies at the neighbors' windowsills. As usual,
we didn't see That Lady. A couple days later my mother took Kenny shopping
for new sneakers and left me at home. I don 't know why, but I thought I'd go
back to That Lady's trailer. This time I'd be extra quiet; since I was alone, she
wouldn't see me.
I crept under the string of barbed wire and approached the trailer from the
back just as before. From where I stood, just like last time, I could hear talk
shows on TV. I walked up towards the low window as quietly as I could. As I
got closer, there was an incessant hum, almost a buzz. Closer still, a completely indescribable yet completely revolting smell attacked my nostrils. I
didn 't have any idea what to expect. There were lots of little flies and gnats
flying around her window; she ' d probably thrown some chicken bones out or
something. As I sneaked up to the window, I watched the ground, careful not
to step in any food waste, but there wasn 't any. I looked up into the window

244

Hair Trigger 23

from below, so That Lady wouldn't see me. I saw her. But she didn 't see me.
That Lady's mouth was open, the same apple pie she ' d spat at my face was
all over her mouth and all down her front, just as before. Her eyes were wide
and crazy with anger. But she wasn't going to yell at me. That Lady was dead.
I killed That Lady. She would have died anyway, from a heart attack, or
from choking, or something, probably soon, too. But she died then because I
wanted to look at her.
I ran home and told my mother. What else would a nine-year-old do? I told
her amid my crying that my Frisbee landed by her trailer, that's why I was over
there. News of That Lady's death spread across Pie Town Trailer City within
a matter of minutes . Before the authorities got there a number of trailer wives
went over to check out the scene for themselves, just to have the upper hand
on the gossip.
"And she had pie all over her when she died."
"Certainly not one of my pies."
"One of her own pies?"
"No, a store-bought pie."
"She didn't make any pies, did she?"
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Dream

Sara Kleynenberg

he day stretches wide and long like a tunnel, and my couch comfortably faces it. I sit there, restless and tired, too bored to get up and do
anything, too bored to sit still and be happy about it. I am watching.
In front of me like a stage is the wide expanse of the living room, green
velvet wingback, mottled-stone fireplace, claw-footed dining-room table
scratching at the floor. The window at the end of the room looks out into the
yard, and the wind is blowing, and the trees are bending, and I hear leaves rattle, brittle and clinking. Winter wind flirts with the autumn leaves, and they
fall like eyelids into sleep, soft and comfortable.
Out of the comer of my eye, my father. He starts as a smeared vision, a
pool of torso, a puddle of black hair; and he lurches from the hallway to the
living room slowly, his arms outstretched and waving, smudges of motion
against the dark behind him. He weaves towards me and he grows stronger,
straight nose, crooked smile, scruffed cheek, and dirty fingernails . His iceblue eyes are rimmed red, are rolling in red, and they gleam with constant tearmg.
Dangling between his delicate fingers is a cigarette, and it blooms gently
but persistently, a sooty cloud haloing my father's dark head. It is a cigarette,
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and my father brings it to his full lips and inhales long and deep, the smoke
already escaping from his nose, his eyes squinting. It is a cigarette, and my
father blows the smoke slowly, and I can see it sliding between his teeth, coating and cradling his tongue, slickering into the room with a smack. It is a cigarette, and my father grins past me, a feral and scheming grin, and he clicks
into focus.
Blossoming in the other hand is a glass, and in it, something cool amber
and alcohol. My father clicks into focus , and from my couch at the end of the
hallway waiting for the day long and wide, I watch him and say nothing. He
clicks into focus , and he is smoke and alcohol. He bumps into a wall, he dissipates slightly, be sloshes into the room, and he spills over. He is arms outstretched, he is grin calling, he diffuses and reappears, and he is my father, and
I watch him.
My father weaves down the lengthening hallway, the corridor that reaches farther and farther with each step he takes, that grows lean and dark. My
couch has grown enormous, and I cover one third of one of three cushions, and
my feet dangle off the floor. The back behind me looms above my head, overtakes the wall, the textured flowers growing and gardening, the green like a
moss shrouding above me. My father stumbles on his feet, and on his chest, to
the left and right of his heart, grows a black stain, a brown, thick, tarry stain
that eats his cotton shirt.
I try to stand up, to run to him to wipe it off, onto the floor, onto the wall ,
onto me if I have to. I try to stand up and run to him to remove the tarry stain
that is seeping across his chest, like it has been removed before, like how it
has been chiseled out of him, like how it has been scraped and boiled and cut
and flung away from him before. But the gaps between the cushions are caverns, and I am falling into them; I am clinging to the couch and waiting for the
day, and I scramble to fling myself off and run to him, and I can't.
Outside, beyond the large picture window that is at the end of my father's
hallway and to the left of me, outside, the sky has turned green. Avocado.
Misty emerald. Granny Smith apple green. Leaves blow past in scarlet and
sage and saffron and for a moment I am mesmerized. My father stops his
motion in the hallway, and I am freed and able to stand and skitter to the window, my palms flat against it and hot on the cool panes, the Technicolor outdoors a whirlwind beyond me, the room behind me stopped and motionless for
moments, gray and black and white and tarry brown, holding an odor of
scorched cinnamon and puckered lemons and something too-sweetly caramel.
The electric-green sky shifts and undulates and turns on itself, and the blue
returns in feathers and sea-foam waves. My father coughs. My father lunges.
Long, stringy, curled sputum from his mouth hangs in chords to the floor, and
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he hacks. I am pulled back to the couch as if by a magnet, some force attached
at my belly that hauls me and snaps me back to my prison on the ever-growing couch.
The brown, tarry stain has claimed my father's chest; it flickers up his
throat, darts into his mouth, and joins the smoke living there; it muffles his
tongue and laps against his lips. He has noticed now, and his spitty smile
leaves him; he tries to drop the cigarette, to throw it from him, and he is panting, exhaling as much smoke as he can, gagging and heaving, but the fingers
on his hand have left him; in their place are five lit cigarettes, all glowing and
burning, but never disappearing. Thick mucus drips from his mouth, a dirt
brown and sickly yellow kaleidoscope slowly falling to the floor. The amber
alcohol hand claws at the cigarette fingers, dropping the drink; the left hand
claws, and still the right hand is all cigarettes, all five fingers waving, smoking, pluming, tarring cigarettes.
My father props himself against the wall, the brown, tarry stain having
reached his head, overtaken his beautiful slick black hair and sweep of curl; it
has covered the red-swimming blue eyes. He leaves a mark on the wall, a dirty
oil slick of himself. He is gloopy and gunky, he is crumbling ochre, and I claw
from the cushions, trying to run to him from where I wait for the day, where I
dawdled with the green sky, and I cannot remove myself from the billowing
couch, the sucking couch. My father is coated, and his lit fingers singe himself as he tries to wipe the brown, tarry stain that has begun to become him;
his lit cigarette fingers start small fires on his flesh, small orange tumbleweeds, and he cries and yells and calls to me. He calls to me thickly and persistently, his voice coming across the miles that have grown in the living
room, but I am trapped in the couch; I am sitting, and I am watching, and I am
waiting for the day. My father dissolves in front of me, melting down into
something obsolete, into a tarry, brown stain, five cigarettes all waving and
weaving a plumed song. He falls into himself, crumbles forwards and backwards, and tumbles into burning, fleshy lumps that puddle forth and ooze into
nothing. His gurgled cries form small bubbles that lift slightly and pop, splashing tar and ash onto the floor where he no longer sits.
And I am watching, I am waiting. I am watching for the day.
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Barren

James R. Hein

creaming. Shattering dishware. Stomping footsteps. Slamming doors .
These were the sounds Barren heard every night from the couple in the
apartmen t upstairs. He ignored it as long as he could. But when a body hit the
floor with such thunderous force that it threatened to make his ceiling collapse, he decided he couldn't stand it any longer. He was trying to sleep and
they were too loud.
He came out of his ground-floor apartment into the blue darkness of an
August night. The air was heavy. Humidity so thick you could chew it and no
breeze. On his back, he felt the pinches of mosquitoes biting him through his
T-shirt. Tendrils of his long black hair stuck by his own sweat to his cheeks
and covered his neck.
He backed away from his door to get a better view of the apartment above.
The complex resembled a motel ; the second floor was a simple row of windows and doors. A long balcony with a black iron handrail stretched along
them. Through the bars of the handrail, Barren could see that their door was
shut. The window next to it had a sticky film that turned all light that shone
through it to mustard yellow. At Barren 's angle, though the handrail, it looked
like the window had bars.
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The window shattered. Barren flinched and backed away to avoid the hail
of shards raining down. Amid the hail, a heavy black object plummeted and
landed with a dull thud on the parking lot. Barren approached and found that
the object was a can of Van Camp's Pork and Beans, family size.
A man's voice screamed from the broken window, "What the fuck is this
shit?! Who the hell is Michael?!" Then, the nasty slap of skin on skin.
Barren rolled his eyes and muttered, "Goddammit." He picked up the can
of beans. It was horribly dented, but it hadn't burst. He looked around him.
Shards of glass sparkled in the moonlight, glittering like a tiny constellation
on the pavement.
Carrying the can with him, Barren marched up the staircase to the second
floor and up to the balcony window. Looking in, he saw a living room in
shambles. Crooked lampshades. Upside-down ottoman. A quilt on the floor
torn open, and clumps of stuffing strewn around it like little white mice.
The man stood with his back to the window, his hands clenched and his
squat body naked save for a pair of boxers. Black body hair covered his back
and shoulders. And he still screamed. "Where did you meet him?! It's that UPS
guy, isn't it?!"
And it might help you to know right here that Barren had nearly a foot and
a half and a good ninety pounds on the guy. Knowing this makes some of the
following clear.
"Excuse me,folks," shouted Barren into the living room.
The man wheeled around with a wide-eyed angry glare. He saw Barren
standing in the window-tall, long black hair, a familiar-looking can of beans
in his band, and a face full of complete loathing. The man's whole squat body
seemed to shrink a few inches at the sight. His every muscle relaxed. He gave
a warm, fatherly smile and said, "Good evening, sir."
Barren leaned into the room through the broken window. "What the hell
are you doing up here?"
A flash of anger crossed the man's face, but it quickly faded. He smiled
again and said, "Having a discussion." And he chuckled like he had just
shared a cute joke.
That's when Barren noticed the woman. At first, she looked like a heap of
dirty linen thrown in a comer. She was in fetal position, her face buried
between her knees. The sleeve of her nightgown had been ripped from her
shoulder. Her bare arm speckled with fingerprint bruises.
Barren twisted around, smacked the iron railing three times with the can
of beans . The rail tolled with a wave of iron sound. He leaned through the broken window again. "Now hear this!" he bellowed. "Now hear this! Greetings,
neighbors! My name's Barren Francis! I live downstairs! If you two are dead
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set on beating the living shit out of each other every night, you could at least
have the courtesy to start your fights a little earlier in the evening so you don't
keep me up half the fuckin' night! "
The man's smile remained but his bottom lip twitched. He kept his smile
but he looked away. He bent down and turned the ottoman right side up. "Are
we too loud?" he asked.
"With the ventilation system the way it is in this joint, I hear every single
fucking thing that goes on up here! "
Pulling up his boxers, the man turned and scooped up the quilt, hugging it
to himself. "I'm sorry," he kept saying, "I'm very sorry. We'll keep it down."
Then, his voice lightened. "Hey, man? You like hockey?"
"No!" Barren shouted back.
A moment of silence. The man noticed Barren 's tattoo on his right forearm-Donald Duck with his middle finger rigid and his face smug. Grinning,
the man disappeared down a hallway with the quilt.
Barren glanced at the woman. She still cringed in the comer, hugging her
knees. Her red, puffy eyes glared angrily. She bit into her own arm flesh, and
a tiny drop of blood trailed down her thigh.
Though he wasn't sure why, Barren had an odd thought right then: Do
these two have children? Fucking hope not. This is a fucking nightmare!
Barren asked, fumbling with the can and softening his voice, "You two
have kids?"
She glared at him in seething silence, as if Barren was the one who beat
her.
The man came back and disappeared through a doorway at the back of the
room, which led to the kitchen. Soon, Barren heard the light plinks of someone picking up a broken dish.
Shaking his head, Barren walked away from the window. He heard the
man shout after him, "Come visit any time, buddy!"
Barren returned to his apartment. Put the beans in his kitchen cupboard.
Shed his clothes and fell back into bed naked. The whir of his fan on high usually soothed him. The constant whisper calmed him to sleep. But tonight the
ordeal upstairs had him wound up. He lay in bed with eyes open, staring at the
shaft of light on the ceiling from the streetlamp outside. He lay on his side. On
his stomach. Flipped his pillow over to the cool side. He got out of bed.
Started pacing through his apartment. He remembered the conversation he had
early that day with his therapist, talking to himself but not fully realizing it.
We 're all so fucking diseased. Now, Barren, calm down. People are jerks
because they've had horrible childhoods. Cruelty, violence, anger, selfishness- its all they know, but its not their fault. They 're sick, Barren.
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Barren marched to his door, still naked, swung it open and yelled to the
stars, "Start over, you dickhead!"
In the distance, dogs bayed in reply. But Barren didn ' t stand there to listen. He slammed his door shut.
Within a week, the window was boarded up. The windowpane was never
replaced. Despite Barren's complaints, the fighting continued through the
summer, the fall , and into the icy claw of winter. He got tired of shouting at
them to keep quiet. He didn't enjoy having to walk up to their apartment
through the snow, pound on their door, scream at their peephole. Of course,
the man never opened the door.
Barren tried many things. He complained to the landlord , Mr.
Luftandowski. The old man sat at his desk doing a crossword. He listened,
nodded his head incessantly, while filling in the tiny squares with little letters .
When Barren finished , Mr. L cussed to himself and said, "Plug yer ears. If they
want to kill themselves, that's their business." Barren persisted. He leaned on
the desk with both fists and said, "They're fucking going to kill each other,
you know." Mr. L, peeved, tapped his desk with his pen and said, "Listen! I
don't need the police coming around. Making a scene. Disturbing my customers. It's bad business, all right? Trust me!" And then, with his newspaper,
he waved Barren out.
Barren tried the police himself a few times. He would stand near his apartment window and watch as they went up and down the staircase to the second
floor. They arrived in fours initially. But with repeated visits, their number
dropped to threes and then twos. With every visit, the fighting would stop for
a while. Then, after they left, it would start again, more intense than before.
(Not that Barren would ever know this, but the man upstairs felt not only
afraid but a little embarrassed when he was caught beating his wife. His
embarrassment and fear always led to shame. And it was a shame he hated so
much, he took out his frustrations all the harder on his wife.) Twice, the police
arrested the man, and Barren watched them lead him down the staircase with
his hands in cuffs. Both times, he was back the next evening. The ambulance
would come once in a while. Barren watched the paramedics carry down the
gurney with her strapped into it, the white sheet pulled up to her bleeding face.
She'd usually be back in a few days, walking alone with her face bruised and
pale. And, with typical behavior, none of the other tenants complained about
anything or reported the couple. Eventually, Barren found a reprieve in a new
job; he started working the graveyard shift at a twenty-four-hour gas station.
So for a while, he didn't have to listen to them.
Winter led to spring. One evening, as Barren was leaving for work, he was
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nearly hit by a thrown suitcase. He shut his apartment door behind him,
walked a few feet towards the parking lot, and then felt a rush of air sweep
over his head like someone hit him with a pillow. A black slab passed before
his eyes. It missed him by inches. He jumped as the suitcase snapped open on
the pavement before him. Shorts, tank tops, a bottle of Old Spice and an electric razor spilled out.
Barren looked up. The door to their apartment was open. In the light of the
doorway, he saw nothing. There were no voices. He only heard the faint drone
of a television laugh track over the persistent crickets.
"Goddamn, they ' re throwin ' shit again !" he mumbled. He dashed to his
car at the other side the lot. From there, he watched while leaning on his hood.
Her black silhouette appeared in the doorway. She hurled suitcases into the air,
her arms swinging up to the sky as if beseeching God. One suitcase after
another tumbled through the blue darkness and crashed on the pavement.
When she finished , she went back into her apartment and slammed the
door behind her. On his way to work, Barren wondered where the guy was, but
soon forgot about it all as he blasted "Lord of This World" by Black Sabbath
over his tape deck.
The winter of 199 l was an icy one. Freezing rain was a constant, and Mr.
Luftandowski didn't like to invest too much in salt. Huge snowbanks left
behind by countless snowplows outlined the parking lot. The gray and black
clouds of car exhaust mottled the white snow all about the banks. Crows
picked through the snow for buried tidbits, hardly concerned as Barren's Ford
Galaxie rust behemoth clattered into the lot and slid to a stop. The sheen of ice
was treacherous. Barren nearly slipped and grumbled that Mr. L was probably
saving money on salt so he could buy a new fucking brain.
Barren found her near his apartment door, at the bottom of the staircase to
the second floor. She was on the ground, lying flat on her back. She pushed
herself up to a sitting position, winced in pain and looked about her. Her hat
had slid a few yards and lay in the snow like a puddle of green. A few yards
in the opposite direction was her purse. It had come open, spilling its contents
onto the snow: a wallet, a pack of Virginia Slims, and dozens of packs of
seeds. Wildflower seeds. Spread over the ice like rainbow-colored playing
cards .
Barren helped her up. Gray, coarse hair. Large breasts that sagged a little.
And those same angry eyes he remembered, the angry eyes of someone who
lives in fear of the one she loves . He picked up her crumpled hat, brushed the
white powder off. Handed it to her. She pulled it over her head. "I slipped
down the stairs," she said with a brooding edge that comes from being embar-
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rassed and angry at once. Very slowly, she started to bend down to pick up her
purse, but she winced again and clutched her behind. Barren squatted down,
scooped up all the seed packets, and stuffed them back into her purse. Blue
stars. Wild indigo. Turtleheads. Spider lilies. Beardtongues.
When he handed her the purse he said, "I didn't know you were a gardener. Too bad there's nowhere for you to plant these." She didn't answer him.
With downcast eyes, she muttered a thanks and limped off.
When Barren came back from work the next morning, he spotted her
standing by his door bundled in winter knits with her arms wrapped around
her. He thought, What now? I just wanna sleep.
She asked him in a soft voice, "Could you drive me to the hospital?" She
watched his face while she asked. He looked awfully tired. Circles under
bloodshot eyes. Stubble. But it was snowing out, and his black hair had a blanket of white. He almost looks angelic. Is he smiling at me? Hes smiling.
Indeed he was. It was a slow, tired smile. But Barren noticed when he
neared her that her eyes weren't angry that morning. No fear. No spite.
Somehow it made her look younger.
"What's up?"
"I'm in serious pain and I don't have a car. "
Barren lolled his head back and chuckled. "That sucks. Isn 't there anyone
who can help you?"
"No," she said, looking down.
"C'mon. Don 't you have any family to call?"
She shook her head.
"Friends?"
Again she shook her head.
"C ' mon. No one?"
She looked at him.
Barren stood silent for a moment, watching her.
"You could call an ambulance."
"I've spent enough time in ambulances."
Another moment.
"OK. Fine. Let me pull my car over. And by the way, what the hell is your
name?"
As Barren drove Jane to the hospital, she talked about gardening. As they
sat in the waiting room, she talked about gardening. As he drove her from the
hospital (fractured tailbone), she talked about gardening. As she walked
through her doorway, she invited him in for a glass of orange juice. And, as
they sat at her table, he drinking the juice and she smoking a cigarette, she
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talked about gardening. She spoke of bleeding hearts and how they love to
stay out of sight, hidden under the shade away from light. They were very different from fireweed. Fireweed thrives under the sun and grows in barren
fields swept fruitless by fire. Between them and bluestems, which can survive
flood s, flowers can survive anything God sends down. But her favorite was
the bloodroot. Its blossoms are white. And they grow tall enough to just barely touch your ankle. But if you cut into their stems, their sap is red. A beautiful , beautiful red. And all the while she spoke of these things, she watched his
Adam 's apple bob up and down as he drank the orange juice. The pale skin on
his neck looked soft as velvet.
And in the middle of this, she took a long drag on her cigarette and piped
up, "Do you wanna see my bathroom?"
When she opened her bathroom door, Barren 's eyes were filled with more
colors than you'd find in a kid's bowl of cereal. Dark loam filled her bathtub
nearly to the brim. In the loam were wildflowers of all types and colors
spilling over the edges of the tub: the dangling petals of pink bleeding hearts;
the tiny blue and white blossoms of baby blue-eyes; the smoky emerald
sprouts of green dragons. In the middle of the tub, thrust into the soil, was a
wooden crucifix couched amid a cluster of gaunt ironweed stalks.
"These are my babies," she said, waving her arms over them like a showcase girl. A nervous grin jittered on her face . And she giggled intermittently,
watching Barren 's every facial expression. Barren stared in wide-eyed awe at
the flowers like he would a jewelry case.
A silence fell. She had to fill it.
"Most of these plants I picked because they don't need any real drainage
and they don 't need much sun. The soil in the bathtub stays real moist. And
they get all the light they need from the window. If I could, I'd plant milkweed
and goldenrod, because they attract butterflies. But they need more sun than I
can give them .. . ."
Barren drank the last of the juice, ran his fingers through the black hair,
and asked, "How do you bathe?"
Her smile lessened a bit. "I don't, except at work. I kinda wash myself off
there. "
"Isn 't it kind of a pain in the ass not having a shower?"
A moment of silence. Her chin quivered but her smile remained.
"Actually, I was kind of wondering if I couldn't use your shower?"
Barren smirked. She was still nervous, but her eyes had a twinkling impishness that made her intentions clear.
That evening was the first evening they had sex. Intense and detached. She
stopped calling him Barren and started calling him Son. During meals. During
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pillow talk. During orgasm.
On his birthday of that year, she seemed more bubbly than usual. A few
times that week, Barren asked her, "What's with you?" She shook her head.
"You gotta wait till tonight. Mummy has a surprise for you."
That night, as he slid under her sheets, he found a book under his pillow.
The cover was bright, rainbow colored, with strange crayonlike drawings of a
Dorothy between a Tin Man and a Scarecrow. (No Cowardly Lion or Toto to
be seen.) They were walking down a yellow stripe, which snaked off into the
Chicago skyline on the horizon.
Grinning, he asked, "Um ... what's this?"
She lay next to him, her head propped on her elbow. She gave a gentle
shove to his shoulder. "Oh, c'mon. You know what it is. "
"No. I really, really don't."
She rolled her eyes and smacked her tiny lips . "It's your senior yearbook."
The smile on Barren's face became forced.
They looked through the photos. Photos of smiling kids in black prom
suits and white dresses. Photos of wall murals, the school mascot- an alligator in a football helmet-wearing the school colors of green and tangerine.
Overhead shots of pep rallies, a multitude of faces strewn over a vast stretch
of bleachers. The homecoming bonfire stretching up into the night sky, the
black shapes of students running past it.
Jane pointed to one photo. "Ooo. Ooo. Here you are!" The picture was of
a young man running during a track meet. The background was filled with
people cheering, arms in the air, teeth showing. The young man in the foreground, however, was a blur. His whole body indistinct, like a ghost. "I
could've killed that photographer for doing such a lousy job of taking your
picture. It was right before you crossed the finish line. I was so proud of you."
Barren stared at the photo. Heaved a long sigh. Shook his head. What he
was about to say had been building in him for months.
"You need help," he mumbled.
"What?"
"You need help."
"What do you mean?"
"Stop. Just stop." He closed the book and tossed it to the floor.
Tears welled in her eyes. "Hey! Why did you do that?!"
"Jane. Listen. I am not your son."
"I ... I don 't ... "
"I am not your son. I'm sorry. But I am not your son. I'm just a guy who
lives downstairs. We go to dinner, go on walks, and fuck once in a while.
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That's it. "
Tears streamed down her cheeks. She sat up. "What? Are we starting this
again?!"
"Huh? Again? No. Wait ... "
"You always do this! I think you've forgiven me, and then you go and pull
this crap about you not being my son!"
Barren got out of bed and stood naked over her. "What are you fucking
talking about?! I am not your son! Do you have any idea how fucking weird
it is hearing the woman you're in bed with screaming 'Son! Son! My little
boy! ' at the top of her lungs while she's cumming?! Do you have any idea
what it's like putting up with a woman who wants to dress you in the morning?! Do you have any idea how weird it is when you tell me to do my math
homework when I'm kissing you goodnight?! C'mon Jane! I think you 're fantastic, but you gotta face this reality here! " Barren pointed at himself with both
hands. "Me! I'm me! No one else!"
"Michael ," she moaned, hanging her head. "Don't do this to me."
"Michael?! My name's not Michael! "
She gritted her teeth and the angry look in her eyes returned, red and
seething. She twisted around, grabbed the glass of water that she kept at her
bedside and flung it at Barren with rage. It streaked through the air, the water
trailing behind the glass like the tail of a comet. With a hollow thud, it
bounced off his chest and landed at his foot. The water sent a chill through him
as tiny trails ran down his skin.
He glared balefully at her. He started in a whisper, "How fucking dare
you?!" but increased to a holler, "How fucking dare you?! How fucking dare
you?!" His hands knotted up into fists. His face twisted ugly with anger. He
raised an open hand to her.
As soon as she saw this, the old familiar look returned, the look of living
in fear of the one you love. She leaped out of bed and collapsed into the corner, curling up there, holding the pillow over her like a shield.
When Barren saw this and recognized the look, the anger drained from his
body. He dropped his hand. Stared at the glass on the floor. Heaved a sigh. She
remained cringing in the corner while Barren got dressed. Without a word, he
left his key to her apartment on her dining-room table. He slept in his own bed
that night. Guilt plagued him all week.
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Palahniuk Structure

Allyson Squires

ump to me driving down the road on Tuesday going forty-five and, for
the record, not following too close to the car in front of me. Me listening to a song and thinking about money and my lack thereof. Me thinking of
the Christmas presents that still need to be checked off the ever-growing list
in my head. The list that gets erased every time I near a shopping mall.

J

Jump to me bruised and confused and explaining to the cop my side of the
story.
I say, I saw the Trans Am swerving around on the road.
I think, they kept slowing down and maybe she was giving him head or
maybe they were smoking crack. And maybe you should hold them totally
innocent in the eyes of the law even though they can't agree if the animal that
forced them to go from forty-five to zero was as small as a squirrel or as big
as a German shepherd. Maybe you should just let them drive off so she can
finish sucking him off, or they can finish smoking the rock, or whatever the
hell you'd have to be doing to cause an accident. Me thinking of blackened
smiles and panted excuses, and maps of trailer-park locations, bomb schematics, and blame.
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***
But I say, I don't know why they slowed down.
And I say, No, I didn't see an animal run in front of their car.
Jump to me a few minutes before 11 :07, estimated time of crash. Driving
in sun glints, sun shadows. Waiting for the buildup of the song humming from
my speakers. Hands on steering wheel, ten o'clock, two o'clock. A black and
gold white-trash Trans Am in front of me slams on its brakes. And me thinking of insurance hikes, broken bones, empty bank accounts, extending my leg
forward, foot holding steady on the brake. My car fast and furious slows,
stops. Time for one breath . One sigh ofrelief. Then WHAM. Never, never, ever
have I felt this whip. This lash. Throwing my neck forward, it jerking back.
Jump to the cop asking if anyone is hurt.
I say, I hurt my neck.
He says, Cars can be replaced.
Jump back to me. The moment of impact. Perception has changed, view
and angle like the director shouting, Zoom in, camera one. And I am outside
my window. Seeing myself. Clenched jaw. Knuckles white and fingers gripping. Arms resisting force. Seat belt stuck and ungiving to flesh and muscle
beneath layers of coat and sweater and T-shirt. Head flying forward , ponytail
flipping in air. And my eyes drawn into a squint.
Jump to the moment I stepped out of the car. To assess the damage. To
commence blame. This is a special moment in one's life. The moment before
any inevitable discovery. Finding your wife upstairs fucking your best friend.
Climbing the stairs and hearing the recognizable moans and names being passionately thrown into the air as your hand steadies on the doorknob, waiting
for the moment right before she climaxes so she'll be pissed. Or walking into
any given haunted house, and knowing that around the corner a teenager is
waiting, wearing that scream mask from that horrible movie.
Jump to me laughing. The full-sized van hit me at such an enormous
velocity it left its license plate indented in the metal of my bumper. How could
I not laugh? It was all I could do to keep from screaming. To keep from crying. My bumper had been molded into a metal mouth, the license plate its
shiny white teeth lost somewhere beyond the lips curled up and smiling.
Jump to right after the moment of impact and me checking mobility.
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Thinking of paralysis. Thinking of that fucking phrase. Over and over.
Accidents happen . Really? What fucking genius coined this nugget of gold?
Speaking of genius, I move my feet, pressing what I think is the gas pedal , and
my car's not moving. My car is too fucked up to drive. Then I move my foot
to the right and find the gas pedal pushing it to follow the Trans Am onto a
side street. The neighborhood where I used to live, in fact. My car pulled to
the exact spot where the bus used to let me on and off as a kid.
Jump to the cop showing up. Forever smiling. Saying things like police
report, estimated time of crash, how did it happen , and are you with them?
Pointing to the Trans Am couple. More so at the driver, guy in his early twenties- face jumbled with bad piercings and silver balls. And with this I am
type-cast. Thrown into the pile of miscreants with those crazy piercings in
their faces .
I say, No. I point to my car bent up in a smiley face.
I say, I was driving this car.
He says, No I just meant are you together .. . friends?
I think, I know what the fuck you mean, you poster cop. You cartoon caricature of the any-cop. The man in blue. Face like a blank page. I've met you
a hundred times.
But I say, No, I've never seen them before.
Jump to me. Mouth open to the car window fogging with my breath.
Catching the license plate of the Trans Am as it turns around on the neighborhood street. Leaving. My lips mouthing 1122 928. Over and over now I'm
saying it aloud. Searching my car for a pen. Writing numbers down on my
hand as I see the Trans Am back up and park opposite me. Driver staring. Me
glaring.
Jump to the Trans Am driver saying he wasn't going to stay until I told
him to stop.
I think, bullshit. You knew I got your license number. You were scared,
you stupid fuck.
This is all your fault.
Here's the fault sitting with you in your beat-up, trailer-trash style of a
Trans Am.
Jump to the cop hearing their story. Taking their names. Letting them go.
Justice not being served.
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Jump to the woman from the van complaining about the piece of plastic
that fell off her grill. My car smiling back at her. Me thinking, Of course.
Jump to the cop standing at the rolled-down window of the van explaining the police report to the woman. A fox comes down the hill to my left.
Walks in front of my car. Big and red and beautiful. Me yelling back to the cop
and pointing. Him pointing, saying fox . Me watching it disappear into a flock
of trees. Me thinking of the Simpson's episode where Homer eats insanity
peppers and a fox is his spiritual guide. Me thinking everything is going to be
OK.

Jump to the cop leaving my window with vague assurances. Me rolling up
my window and crying. Me equating a car accident as an adult with falling
down when you're three and crying. Not because it hurts. But because you are
scared. Because even if for just one second you feel alone.
Jump to me at school later that day. Surrounded in the back and forth of
conversation. Me blurting out, I was in an accident. Me telling this story over
and over. Me thinking of it all day. All night.
Jump to the morning of. Before the accident. Leaving my house, on time.
Lunch packed. Sun shining. Me thinking about how long it's been since I was
in an accident.
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Jo's Story

Jennifer Anderson Healy

n the way up the elevator to Jo 's apartment I prepared myself for
moments of silence, awkward pauses, but she jumped right in as if
she was the sister I saw every other day, as if we were best friends .
"He just left me you know, Gracie. He just fucking left me. I came home
two nights ago and he was gone." Jo rubbed her eyes with balled-up fists,
looking as if she just woke up; her stubbly black hair stood shiny and straight,
scattered all over her head.
I became conscious of how long my hair was, how Jo used to have long
thick hair like mine and how much weight must have been lifted, how light her
head must have felt after she cut it all off. She had on these sweatpants and
this ratty old sweatshirt, making me feel overdressed in my jeans and sweater.
I looked around while she continued to rub hard around her eyes.
"He just left me," she muttered again.
From the empty apartment it appeared as if everything had left Jo.
Sunlight was the only thing that filled the room- furniture, wall decorations,
everything was gone, just sunlight bouncing off the hardwood floors.
She continued to tell me how Mike and she met six months ago during a
business meeting-when Jo gave one of his clients a lap dance. Mike came
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back later that night, or early in the morning, however you want to look at it,
asked her out and, two days later, to move in with him. I don't know. Sounded
all too movie-ish to me, too fantasy-like, until she got to the part about Mike
moving out in the middle of the night.
"Where were you at, Jo?" I asked. I crossed my arms over my chest, perhaps protecting myself from getting sucked in by another of Jo 's tall tales. I
wanted a place to sit, to ease my body's discomfort, give it something to do
instead of simply rocking back and forth from one foot to the other in front of
the door.
"When?" Jo looked at me quizzically, as if she had just completely forgotten what we were talking about.
"Where were you at so that Mike had enough time to move everything out
of here?" I swept the room with one aim and focused my eyes back on her
small grease-shiny face. "It was in the middle of the night, right?"
"I-Gracie, I gotta move out of here. I'm gettin' kicked out." Jo started to
pull at her hair hard, selectively tugging at one of her black spikes. "Mike was
a freak!"
"Even more of a freak than you," I mumbled. I rubbed my forehead with
the palm of my hand and realized I had only been there a few minutes, away
from her for about a year, and the same old shit-no job most likely, getting
kicked out of her apartment, looking for someone, anyone, to bail her out, this
time me. This was why I never sought Jo out when we lost touch. It was never
an act of saying hi, but an emotional roller coaster that left me nauseous and
dizzy.
"When are you going to get your act together?" I blurted out.
Jo started to pace back and forth past the two floor-to-ceiling windows that
let the sun in. Blocking a stream of sunlight, then letting it reenter the room;
blocking, then letting it reenter.
"I should have figured." Spit flew out of her mouth as she continued to
pull at her stubby hair. "Instead of your help I get those judgmental stares.
Those black eyes of yours digging into me."
She pounded her stomach with her fist and I started to laugh . How ridiculous was that? Black eyes digging into me? I would have figured she read it in
a book, but Jo was never one to read.
I put my hand over my mouth and looked at her as if to say, "I'm son-y. I
know I shouldn't. Your problem is much too serious." But I had to laugh; I
wanted to throw my head back, laugh uproariously, so that the sound would
bounce off the ceiling, the walls, the floors and surround us, so that we were
affected only by laughter. Instead I recrossed my arms and prepared myself for
the story that would explain everything, mainly why it wasn't her fault.
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"You think Mike left me 'cause he couldn't get rid of me. He left ' cause
he's a fucking nut job. Yeah, he dressed me up in nice clothes, got my hair
done, all that shit." Jo began to pace again.
"He wanted to send me to school. You think I'm going to school? He
walks in here one afternoon a grin from ear to ear, brochures in his hand. I
knew that was trouble, sitting on the couch flipping through magazines, bored
out of my fucking mind!" Jo gripped her hair hard with both hands and pulled
her head from side to side: "Bored! Bored! Bored! Sitting around in all the
new clothes he gave me. Not one showing an ounce of cleavage. I'm a goodlooking young woman. A stripper for godsakes and this asshole is buying me
these flowing, flowery pantsuits and dresses in these browns and yellows and
dark greens and shit, I felt lost when I wore 'em. Like these clothes were eating me alive and swallowing me whole or some shit like that. Don 't laugh. It's
not funny. I felt like a freak!"
Funny how she kept using the word freak. I lifted my hair up and back so
that it fell behind my shoulders and tried to picture Jo in anything but sweats
or jeans and a T-shirt. For some reason I thought of the Christmas when Mom
bought me a dress, long and brown with green floral trimming. I lifted the
dress carefully from the box, amazed that Mom actually gave me something
that required time and consideration, instead of a fifty-dollar bill. I held up the
dress and Jo laughed. Mom slapped her quick and hard.
"He had money, though, lots of it," Jo continued. "And he was good looking. Dark hair. Dark eyes. Straight out of a billboard. Plus we hardly ever-I
mean hardly ever- had sex. He just wasn't interested most of the time, always
wanting to hold me. The guy was a nut job. No TV! The asshole didn ' t believe
in it. So I sat around in all these new outfits that gnawed me alive. I couldn 't
leave the apartment because he never left the goddamn keys. He wouldn't give
me a pair! Said that time would come. He told me to read all these books and
magazines he got me to educate myself-they were all these books on art and
decorating and shit. After I flipped through and looked at the pictures-what
else was I supposed to do? I'm not going to read no articles on drapes. " Jo
stopped pacing for a moment and took a deep breath.
"You've gone without TV for six months!" I exclaimed.
"Yep."

We both looked at each other, appalled at the idea. The only thing Jo and
I ever had in common was our love for TV .
"Yeah, so I'm sitting about ready to gnaw off the couch arm when he
brings in a bunch of brochures and shit about these colleges! "
"Around here? In Chicago?"
Jo looked at me with annoyance before she began pacing again.
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"Yeah, around here, and I don't know which one, so don't ask me. I smiled
and hugged and kissed him, and it was all making me sick. His cologne, it
always had this spice scent to it; he smelled like a potpourri dish. The guys
I'm used to being around smell like men; they may not look so pretty with the
slicked-back hair or wear those skinny striped ties that always hang around
their necks, make me want to puke every time I focus on them, but at least they
are real."
Jo's hands, before preoccupied with her hair, now gestured wildly in the
air, her whole body following so that she was all over the place, practically
putting on a mini-play for my benefit. I just watched amazed at the creativity
of it all, wondering where the moments of truth lay.
"You should have seen him holding up his hand with the papers, smiling
this weak, fake smile, his face all oily and plastic, and he says, 'Look, honey.
I picked up some information about design schools.' 'Design school? Why the
fuck would I want to go to design school?' That's what I said. By this time I
had it up to here with paintings and drapes and furniture, and I kicked the
brochures out of his hand and pulled him to me by his tie, and I said-I said,
'Listen here, you weirdo fuck, I don't care about design and I don't like these
clothes and I wanta watch TV, and what are you making me into, anyway.
What, are you in some design cult or something? Just leave me alone!' And I
pushed him away from me.
"Then he says, 'Honey, I thought you liked design. I thought you wanted
to be an interior decorator. And maybe you and me, we could, when we get a
house, we could'-and he's looking at me like I'm not there and he's talking
really mechanical like he's saying, 'We' ll get a house and you could decorate
it. Just think of the parties we'll throw.' And then he looks me over, right,
looks me up and down, and this, this shit freaks me out, he says ' And you love
those, those dresses, that material. You 've always loved that yellow. I think
because of that hazel in your eyes, you' ve always loved that color. ' And he
reaches his hand out, right, to touch my cheek or something and I just back
away and run into our- his bedroom. I'm screaming, I don't know, shit, I was
just screaming and flipping open drawers and throwing stuff around because
it reminded me of the movie we saw, when I was baby-sitting you, remember,
but I got drunk on some shit Mom had stashed away and puked all over the
bathroom, remember that? And you cleaned it up and helped me change and
got some 7 UP for me and we watched one of those black and white films , you
know, with the dead wife and the live new wife and that creepy maid ... Joan
Fontaine was the new wife, remember, well, this is exactly what it reminded
me of, all Hitchcockian and shit."
"Rebecca," I said. I couldn't help but smile; funny that she would remember
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one of our only peaceful times together.
"Yeah, anyway, I was right because I'm flipping through and he's running
all around me, picking up shit and hugging it to his chest and saying, 'Please,
no, please stop,' almost crying, right, and that's when I find this box that I just
throw up in the air 'cause I'm throwing everything up in the air, right, and all
these pictures and shit come floating down and we both dive for 'em." Jo scurried her hand back and forth across the top of her head. "It was his ex-girlfriend or ex-wife or something."
"And she looked just like you," I deduced.
"Well, not really."
"What are you telling me this story for if she doesn't look like you?
What's the ... "
"He wanted me to be her. What, are you fucking stupid?"
"But how could you be her if you didn't look anything like her?"
I shifted weight out of pure frustration and looked around for furniture that
might have suddenly appeared.
"He wanted me to grow my hair long, and she had on those same ugly
clothes, and ifl was a little taller and perkier I could have passed. She had this
perky little smile. Her head tilted to one side. Her hands clasped in front of her.
Like this." Jo posed for me and I had never seen her smile like that, her hands
so still and quiet in front of her. There she was, the older sister I had always
dreamed of-calm, understanding, a guider, a friend. Then she spit on the
floor.
"Made me sick, so I taunted him with that picture, holding it in front of
him, running backwards around the apartment saying, 'You want me to look
like her. Who is she? Huh? You fucking perv!' And he's chasing after me crying and yelling, 'Stop! You don't understand! ' or some shit like that. Finally,
I throw it in his face and while he's rocking himself on the floor huddling the
picture to his chest I push him over, dig in his back pocket, grab his wallet and
keys, and leave."
Jo stood there silently satisfied with herself, her hands pulling at the string
dangling from her sweatpants, this expectant smirk across her face. Only I didn't
come here after not seeing her, not speaking to her for a year, to hear this story. I
stepped up from the door so that I was face to face with her, once again crossing
my arms over my chest protectively. "Where did you go, Jo? Where? You went
to the strip club, right? I mean ... "
"You 're not listening to a word I'm saying. For a college student you're
pretty stupid, you know that? Yeah, Tom let me go back up on stage .. . but
those lights were so bright, like they always had been, but tonight they were
brighter and this sea-" and she spread her hand out across the empty space-
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"this sea of faces, all those men, staring up at me, just like Mike did, but not
like Mike did, you know what I mean , they're staring but not staring like he
did, you know, like they' re staring, but not staring, staring."
"I get it, Jo."
She stood still looking right into my face, not blinking, as if she were disappointed with what she saw. I looked down quickly, then back up, returning
her gaze, beginning to rock from one foot to the other.
"So," she began, this time slower and more deliberate, her body still
except for her hands. "One guy screams, 'Let's go, honey! ' but I just stand
there, right, except I put my hand over my eyes to see a little better, you know,
and for the first time I try to look at all these faces looking up at me. This sort
of hush seemed to fall over the crowd, even with the music blaring, and after
a couple seconds I could see these guys look away, or down at the table, or at
each other, and it was only this fat man in the comer who was yelling, ' I ain't
got all night! ' Don't you find it funny that I'm up there for these fucks to
watch and they can't even look at me? Mike looked at me. I don 't think he
took his eyes off me the entire time.
" I started to feel sort of naked and cold and I wanted to step off stage, but
with me still on it, you know, and just stand back against the wall and look at
me and see not what those fucks saw but what Mike saw. He wanted to send
me to college for christsakes ... and it couldn 't have been just her . . . he must
have saw something else, he must have saw something."
This may have been the first time she got her point across to me without
screaming it. She wiped an eye with the back of her hand and slowly lowered
herself to the floor beginning to cry silently, without fuss, her fingers picking
at the smooth surface of the hardwood.
"Goddamm it," I whispered aloud.
What an asshole. I couldn't even support my own fucking sister. Money,
that's all I was thinking about, how much money she would want, and liar,
what a liar she could be, and how much I had to put up with- never her, I
never thought about her. I swallowed hard trying not to cry. I felt stupid, stupid and low. I was no better than one of those men in the strip club.
I walked over to Jo, knelt down, and for the first time that I can remember
gave my sister a hug.
"You can stay with me," I whispered. "Just for a while, you can stay with
me."
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Son

Leticia Medina

ll Heriberto had to do was look at Gustavo and he knew what was
going to happen. He yelled, It wasn i my fault, Dad, I didn i mean to
break the window, it was an accident, Dad, we were only playing catch, but
Gustavo knew what be had to do. He grabbed his son by the am1 and shook
him a little, then harder, until his thick mean fingers pressed far into the boy 's
skin, and the boy cried because he knew it was going to get worse. His mother heard the long wail come out of her son's mouth and she itched, wanting to
stop it, but she knew that if she tried it would only get worse. Gustavo would
get mad and hit her too-it bad happened before-and it was better to be able
to take care of her son than not to be able to move. She tried not to look at
them, and instead stared far into the pale white wall that the two men in her
life were set against, but she saw a long arm raise and couldn't help but follow it with her eyes until she watched her husband 's black oily hair shake with
anger as his fist went down fast and slapped against her son's back, and after
she heard the sound it made, she closed her eyes and concentrated on making
the echo of it all go away.
When the last echo had fulfilled its last reverberation she opened her eyes
and breathed tensely. She saw her husband 's hand rise and wait, until her boy
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stopped rolling around and looked up toward his father and then to her to see
if it was over, and then she watched her husband let it back down again flat
and sharp against her son's face, leaving a red-hot mark. The boy was numb
by then except for the heat rising from his skin and hovering over him like
steam, and he could smell it mixing with his father 's cloud of sweat-smell and
the beer breath and the mustiness of their old home. Tears streaked down his
face . As Gustavo's arm swung, the air around it followed and brushed against
Heriberto's skin, and the coolness of the sweeping air rolling down the boy 's
face soothed a little the place on his cheek where he had been slapped. Mostly
he wanted to hear his father stop grunting and start huffing and puffing,
because that's how he could always tell it was ending, but Gustavo wasn 't finished, and so his son had to endure more.
He hit the kid every way he could think of. He punched the kid 's anns and
stomach, and the boy tried to breathe but couldn 't, and sounds tried to come
out of his mouth but couldn't. He looked toward his mother and saw her
hands; how all her fingers were digging into her palms, and how her knuckles
looked heaven white, and how he wished she would sit down on the couch she
was standing in front of and turn on the television, put on a cartoon maybe, and
call him from his room and tell him to come see what was on. She couldn 't sit
down, even if her knees were weak and she thought she would suffocate from
feeling faint and not being able to pass out, because maybe Gustavo would
take it too far this time. And if she sat down to keep herself from falling over
she'd feel like an audience watching something in a play, and standing was the
only way she could feel like she was doing something to help, even if her husband didn't even know there was anybody else in the room at all-not even
the boy he was beating on.
It always started out because he was angry or provoked, but then the beating moved on to something else, something bigger than anger or force or fists
or belts, but he didn't know what made it that way because he had no control.
Not over himself or the family or his house or his street or the neighborhood
or the city. Not even in his truck when he was steering it. He had the same feeling-the same sense that nothing mattered because he couldn't control itwhenever he beat his son.
What is my son looking for ? The way the boy stared underneath the couch
worried his mother, he was looking to find something lost under there. Maybe
that black matchbox car with the yellow and red racing stripes that got lost or
a crushed beer can or a dirty sock. There wasn 't anything: his mother was a
clean woman and kept a clean house. And then he couldn 't see anything at all
except white. It was because he heard the belt's hiss as it slid from the loops
of his father's pants, then the way the buckle jingled in the air, suspended in
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time, and for one second the family of three all looked at the belt to see which
way it would be used. They all saw the buckle dangling and the other end of
it tightly gripped in a big hand and knew it wouldn't be pretty.
The boy felt the hook poke into his back like his skin was made of notches
perfect for it, and his father dodged the hard buckle because he had swung the
belt too far back and it was too close to his head, and the mother pressed her
teeth down or up as far as they would go until her jaws ached and the grinding
of her teeth blocked out her son's yelps and sobs . Heriberto screamed, a high
loud scream, and Gustavo heard it, and froze, and said, You want to scream like
a little girl, cabr6n ? Huh, is that what you 're doing? You 're not a girl! And he
flapped the leather belt in the air showing off how loud it could be and flung
the buckle end of it at his son on the floor and yelled again, but this time his
words were separated by the sound of the kid's skin being slapped. It was You
smack wanna smack scream ? The kid shook his heavy head and it rolled from
side to side-bumpy over the hard wood floor, and said, No no no, but
Gustavo was convinced that he needed to give his son something to scream
about that way, high like a girl's scream.
He hit the boy harder and harder and Teresa still looked on, but now she
saw the red welts rising on her son's skin and tried not to imagine the ones
underneath his orange-and-blue striped T-shirt marring his perfect and innocent skin, leaving things for him to stare at in the bathroom mirror later that
night. She knew he wouldn't have scars because he had never scarred before,
but she knew he ' d never, not even in adulthood, forget the way the bruises
faded yellow.
The boy's skin started to bum all over. It wasn't just hot anymore-it was
on fire and colored pink-red, almost translucent, and it felt paper-thin. He
couldn 't take it. He reached with outstretched arms for his father 's feet and
knew he was putting his arms right where his father could hit them but he
couldn 't help but hope that this gesture would make his father stop. As soon
as Gustavo felt the kid 's hot little hands on the tops of his cold bare feet, he
stepped back and stooped over so he could get away from those little hands
but still reach the kid, and the boy looked up at his father and saw a wrenched
face , foreign even, except for the five-o ' clock shadow, the way his father's
nostrils flared, and the way his father's neck got tight every time the belt came
down again. The boy looked away and counted as high as he could, past sixty,
at least, until he couldn't concentrate on the numbers, only his voice whispering inside his head, and the way the S's sounded in there- slow and shivering- until finally he heard his father stop grunting.
He waited to hear the long, drawn-out breaths, and when he did he felt that
the belt was only brushing against the surface of his skin, and he knew it was
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over. There was nothing left, no energy left for his father to hit him anymore,
so the boy sobbed a little less loudly since the room was so quiet then, and his
father straightened himself out and dropped the belt to the floor.
He thought twice about it, then bent down and picked it up, and slid it back
through the loops of his dirty blue jeans and pushed past his wife and sat down
on the couch and said, "He can't go to school tomotTow, maybe not even the
next day; we'll have to wait and see," and she nodded, went over to her son,
and looked at the boy on the floor in front of her.
She brushed his hair from his forehead and decided that she ' d need a
whole lot of ice this time. She went into the kitchen, and Heriberto listened to
her slippers scuff along the floor and knew it would be all right. Gustavo
breathed in and out and in and out and wanted Teresa to move the kid so he
wouldn't have to look at the goddamned mess, so when she came back from
the kitchen holding a dishrag full of ice he told her, "Take it to the kitchen,"
and she lifted the boy 's nine-year-old arms and pulled him gently, and he stood
up and waited for something inside him to creak, but it didn't. He let his mother rub ice across his hot lips and wanted to cry some more, but he knew there
was no reason, since it was all over until the next time he did something
wrong.
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Just Married

Chris Miles

stood at the bar, elbow to elbow with eight drunks, two clowns, three coworkers, one cousin, and three complete strangers, knocking back shots
of tequila whenever someone yelled, "O-PAH!" Don 't ask me who started it.
Probably me. I don't smoke, but tonight I was smoking a cigar and it was making me sick, but I kept sucking on it and blowing huge puffs in people's faces.
They laughed, their mouths falling open like black pits I could fall into if I
wasn't careful. In the tiny banquet room behind us, people weaved and
danced, hugging and kissing, laughing and talking, the music pounding on
their ears, and they loved it, screaming and shouting for more more more.
There were hands waving, pushing, shoving, shaking, grabbing, squeezing.
Butts shaking, sitting, wiggling, settling, bumping. Mouths chewing, smoking,
networking , sighing, whispering, gossiping, swearing, sweet-talking. Eyes
opening, closing, darting, rolling, squinting, spying, prying, lying. Bodies
flailing to the beat, rubbing close, pulling away, falling up and down and
upside down. I felt sick and dizzy and drunk and very, very tired. I grabbed
the bar to steady myself.
A particularly loud, obnoxious round of "O-PAHs" went around, and as I
downed my shot, I caught a glimpse of Joe, my new husband, dancing by with

!

272

Hair Trigger 23

his mother, quickly side-stepping and turning her so she wouldn 't see me. Joe
tried to catch my eye but I turned back to the bartender, smacked the bar, and
yelled, "Another shot for the bride! "
The grizzled old man grinned and filled up my glass.
"Damn, never seen a bride get drunk at her own wedding before," he said.
"Me neither," I said. And I drank. I drank until my eyes swam in my head.
I drank until my throat burned and my stomach did somersaults better than I
ever could, and then I drank some more, until finally Joe was walking toward
me with that kind, concerned look on his face and I felt the vomit crawling up
my throat, and I escaped, left Joe dodging the dancers now doing the Funky
Chicken with their arms flapping and asses wiggling and gold jewelry flopping. Franny, my twin sister, looking perfect and fragile in a pink linen dress,
yelled out from a crowded table in the comer, "It's almost time to go! Hurry
up and change into your going-away outfit! " I nodded as I ran past her, out of
the hall, whoosh, the doors closed behind me, sealing in the music and the
people and the disco ball. Cool, clean silence. I darted into the bathroom
across the hall, into the wide, roomy handicapped stall stationed in the far corner away from the sinks, the biggest and best of the bunch, and pleasantly
enough, the darkest, since its canned eyeball light was burnt out.
I stood in that stall forever, struggling to pull up mounds of fluffy white
wedding dress so I could sit down and pee. Why don't they make these things
with trap doors, like kids' pajamas and men 's underwear? I hiccuped and giggled, picturing a beautiful bride walking down the aisle with a big sequined,
snap-up trap door on her ass. Sandy would have liked that one.
Finally, I shoved the train aside and plopped down onto the cold toilet seat
and released a major torrent. I had to sigh. It was the best damn pee of my life.
I scratched my belly. It felt great to be semi-out of that itchy, scratchy, tootight size-four wedding dress. My mother 's wedding dress. I managed to
unhook my bra brace and out came the piles of tissue my lovely and ever-sohelpful sister Franny packed me up with earlier in the day. The dress was beautiful just like Franny said it would be, only I didn't have my mother 's cleavage.
My mother.
She died hating me. We hadn't spoken in over a year, since l packed up and
left one sticky July night. Then, six weeks ago, her heart just stopped. I came
home. I never got a chance to say I' m sorry or goodbye. Nothing. I didn't cry.
I couldn't, no matter how hard I tried, my eyes simply refused to produce tears.
My father wasn't speaking to me, except for that little comment he made when
I first came back to town about me being spawn of the devil. I didn 't tell anyone that Franny hated my guts too. She blamed me for everything-hogging all
the air and space in the womb and leaving her with our mother 's weak heart.
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She blamed me for loving a woman. For telling my mother that I loved a
woman. For running away. But it didn 't matter anymore. I finally did what they
wanted all along. I left Sandy, beautiful, wild, red-haired, chain-smoking, celloplaying, mutt-loving Sandy (which must have explained her attraction to me).
I told her I was leaving her for a man. Not just any man, but Joe, whom we'd
both known since kindergarten, the one my mother used to say was destined for
me, and that if I had half a brain in my head (which she seriously doubted I
did), I'd see that and snatch him up before he got away.
Sandy had stood in the bedroom doorway of our apartment, listening to
me tell her how it was the right thing to do, blah blah blah, how I'd been questioning my sexuality, and now I knew the truth: I was not gay. I loved Joe. I
had asked him to marry me. He said yes.
"But I love you," she said. "And you told me you loved me. "
"I did! " I said. "I do . But this is the right thing."
"For who, you? For Joe? For your mother? Christ, Faith, you don 't love
Joe any more than I love Joe. And your mother's dead and buried, so tell mewho the hell are you doing this for?" She flicked her long cigarette ash onto
the floor. I remember saying nothing, watching the beautiful bits of gray dust
and ruby-red sparks flutter to the floor.
And now I was married to Joe, who was about as appealing to me at this
point as a rotten potato. Why the hell was I doing this? To make peace. That's
what I told myself, anyway. If I could just use the half a brain I had left and
do the right thing for once, maybe none of this would've happened, and
Franny and me could be friends again, like we used to be a long time ago before
we started turning into women and turning on each other, and my mother
wouldn't die and my father-well, he would know that I wasn't any spawn of
the devil, that the devil had nothing to do with it at all, it was my father's own
doing, him and my mother's. I was his spawn, plain and simple.
I jammed the offensive bra brace into the tampon box, yanked up the fancy
white, lacy underwear that the bridal-shop matron insisted I simply must
have-which I told her was pretty funny because I wasn't planning on having
sex with Joe or anyone else ever again in my lifetime, so who gave a shit what
kind of panties I wore?-and still she insisted, although she wasn't so nice to
me after that. My stomach swirled, and the stall did, too. I pushed the mounds
of dress back down around me and stood. My stomach quivered, the floor shifted, my knees buckled, and I smacked my eye on the silver-metal door latch.
"Dammit! " I yelled and slumped back down onto the toilet seat, leaning
over and cupping my throbbing eye. It was broken. I went and broke my stupid eyeball. I almost cried. I leaned my head to the right. The tampon box
made a nice pillow. A little cold, but nice. I curled my legs up beneath me like
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a cat and closed my eyes. Maybe a little nap wouldn't hurt. A huge chunk of
my mother 's wedding dress was now a sponge for gallons of toilet water, and
this struck me as hilarious, so I lay there giggling, waiting for the cold water
to reach my skin. Hell. I needed to cool off.
I don 't know how long I lay like that when I heard water running and
women talking. I blinked a couple of times, trying to remember where I was.
And why was my ass all wet? I glanced down. My legs were still folded up
beneath me, and most of my mother 's beautiful wedding gown was turning
blue with purified toilet water. Oh, yeah. My wedding. How long had I been
here? Someone would come looking for me when I didn 't come out in my stupid "going-away" outfit, some lavender dress Franny loaned me, since I didn 't
own a dress of my own. Going-away outfit. Who thinks of these stupid things?
People should just go away. Period. I unlocked my stiff legs from under me.
My feet tingled with sleep. The faucets must have disguised the rustling of my
dress, because the women 's voices streamed on and on without stopping.
The voices stopped. I held my breath, waiting to be discovered. Then there
was the clicking of powder compacts, the smacking of lips, the misty hiss-hiss
of hair spray, and they started talking again, now in hushed, excited tones.
Gossip voices. They had not seen me, after all.
As a hand dryer roared to life, I quietly slumped to the floor, hiding behind
the toilet so they couldn't see me, a broken bride in a mound of wet, fluffy,
white dress. The humpty-dumpty of brides. I started to giggle, but the dryers
shut off, so I leaned around the edge of the toilet, just inches from the stall
door, which stopped the world from rocking and- the double-jeopardy
bonus-gave me a marvelous view of their feet, just to the left of the sinks in
front of me.
There were three pairs of shoes, connected to thick stocky legs, middleaged legs of middle-of-the-road women. Red velvet heels, with a tubular
series of slim, elegant straps holding the feet in. Sophisticated black heels,
imported Italian leather, reeking of money and class. One hideous pair of puke
green flats, oversized, worn and cheap looking, probably from Payless Shoes.
Red Pumps stood with her feet close together. Black's right leg was now
crossed over her left, the toes pointed towards me. Puke was slightly pigeontoed, her ankles fat and swollen. I didn't recognize any of them.
"I can't believe the nerve of that woman," a voice said. It came from the
legs closest to me, so it must have been Red Pumps. "Walking around draped
over Frank like that. My God, Vivian hasn 't even been dead a month."
Her voice was warped and slow, like she had just been to the dentist and
her gums were all numb. That's funny, I thought. My mother's name is Vivian.
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And my father's name is Frank. Isn't that funny? That someone else would
have those same exact names? That's so funny. I wished someone were in the
stall with me so I could nudge them and ask them if that was, indeed, funny.
"As if we don't know what's been going on for the past fifteen years,"
another voice droned in a snooty, sophisticated, debutante voice. One black
pump tapped impatiently against the tile.
Puke Green Pumps raised and lowered herself on the balls of her feet. Is
she exercising? Is she too short to see the mirror? I stifled a hiccup.
"Do his daughters know?" Puke said, in a voice that was more like a
squawk. Aha! So the Frank and Vivian impostors had daughters, too. This was
so funny.
"I don't know," Red said, shifting from foot to foot, "and I don 't want to
be the one to tell them. Do you?"
There was a shuffling and scuffling of shoes on the tile as Black and Puke
hastily agreed that oh, no, they would not like to be the ones to tell the daughters. I was just thinking about climbing up on the toilet and peeking down at
them when I realized they were talking about my mother Vivian. My father
Frank. My sister and me.
Puke: "Do you think Vivian knew?"
Red: "She had to know! Helen was supposed to be her best friend, and
Frank, well, it was completely obvious to everyone that he was not an attentive husband."
Black: "It just goes to show, you've got to take care of your man. If you
don't, someone else will."
Sighs of agreement.
Red: "Vivian should have divorced him, that's what she should have done.
Left him high and dry with his little hussy, if that's what he wanted."
Black: "Hell, that's what I did. With all four of my husbands! "
Laughter echoed off the tile walls.
"We 'd better get back," Red said. "Husband number two will be wondering if I left him for number three!"
Their heels clicked on the tile floor and moved out of my line of vision.
The bathroom door squeaked open and shut. Silence. Far off I could hear the
pounding of music and people chanting to the wedding favorite , "Mo-ny, Mony !" The bathroom grew chilly, and the wet wedding gown, my albatross,
clung to my legs. My body was stiff and sore, my vision grew sharp and clear,
and for the first time in six weeks, that annoying buzz in my head was gone,
the loud, toneless ache pooling and puddling at the base of my brain in a thick
soup that I was coming to learn was the blanket of grief. I saw my father on
the dance floor tonight with Helen Peterson, my mother's best friend , dancing
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close, cheek-to-cheek, and I remember thinking, oh how sweet, they're consoling each other. I saw them sitting together in the front pew at my mother's
funeral , Helen leaning her head on my father's shoulder. I saw them huddled
in the kitchenette at the funeral home, whispering and sharing a cigarette, even
though my father didn't smoke. I saw my father standing over me the night my
mother died, the way his face looked so hard that I thought it might crack
when he said, "You did this. You broke her heart." And how he cried, like a
little boy who fell down. Jack fell down and broke his crown. And Helen
Peterson came tumbling after. The first sharp prickles of anger poked their
jagged edges out, piercing my head, and it hurt, goddammit, it really fucking
hurt. I felt more sober right then than I had in my entire life.
I labored up to my feet, shaking a little as I unlocked and opened the door.
I flung my toilet-water-soaked train over my shoulder like it was a backpack,
readjusted my veil, and lurched towards the door. I held my hand up to my
eyes and blinked back the harsh white lights. Someone was blocking the door.
Franny. As always, she looked ravishing in that pink linen dress, and her
long, perky blonde hair cascaded around her shoulders. Just like a frigging
halo. Like a goddarnned angel. I glanced in the mirror. I, on the other hand,
looked like her devil twin, coming straight from the depths of hell. Or a sewer.
My mother's beautiful, white sequined dress was sopping wet and blue, stuck
to my legs and a little see-through in places. My left breast was sitting cockeyed to the right one in the bodice, as if an invisible, playful hand held it up.
My black hair stuck straight up in messy tufts around my beaded bridal crown.
And that angry red gash throbbed under my eye. [ looked like I'd been beaten
up by my pimp. I hiccuped.
"Good thing they took pictures earlier, huh Fran?"
"What the hell happened to you?" She was clutching and unclutching her
heart like she always does when she's nervous or pissed or just wants to draw
attention to her weak heart. My mother would fuss all over her when she did
that. "Franny, are you sure you're warm enough? That sweater looks awfully
thin. Franny, are you sure you're eating enough? You eat like a bird. Franny,
are you feeling tired, sweetie? You look so tired." FrannyFranny Franny. It
made me sick. And I was sick that it made me sick.
Franny approached me cautiously, gingerly poking at the dress as if it were
a gigantic dead rat. Her eyes glared back up at me.
"You couldn't go one night without acting like a psycho, could you? Could
you?" She hissed this last part as she dragged me over to the hand dryers, muttering under her breath. She smacked all three of them on with her heartclutching fist, then leaned over and began yanking tufts of dress up to the hot
air, each yank nearly knocking me over. I gripped the wall and stared down at
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the top of her head. Her hair was so thin and blonde that I could almost see her
poor heart pulsing below it, as if she were a newborn whose fragile skull had
not yet closed. All my life I've bad to watch out for Franny 's heart. For my
mother 's heart. I wondered if my mother did know about Helen. And somehow, I knew that she did.
"Franny, did Mom ever say anything to you? About not being happy?" I
said, as loudly as I dared over the dryers.
She was furiously rubbing two layers of fabric together as if she were trying to start a fire .
"Happy? Of course Mom was happy. Wbat makes you think she wasn 't
happy?"
There was no sugar-coating this one, so I just blurted it out. "I think Dad
is fucking Helen Peterson."
Franny looked up, still clutching a hunk of dress. Sweat broke out on my
forehead as I waited for her stony white face to splinter and crack.
" Wbat did you say?"
"I said, I think Dad-" the dryers clicked of, but I was still shouting, " is
fucking-"
" Shut up. " Her knuckles turned white against the dress.
"Franny, I'm telling you. I heard these women talking, and- "
" Sbutup shutup shutup!" She stood up and held her hands over her ears.
She squeezed her eyes shut, and for a moment I wondered if, for once in our
lives, we were sharing the same thoughts, the way twins were supposed to.
Images of Helen with those big white horse teeth flashing at some stupid joke
of my father's that no one else found funny, while Mom sat at the other end of
the kitchen table looking like she'd been slapped. Helen punching him on the
shoulder and toying with his hair when he fixed her a drink in the kitchen, just
the two of them, while Mom stayed in the living room poking the fire with that
glazed look in her eye, and that one time we walked in on Dad and Helen in
the basement, where they were standing close enough to be whispering, or so
I thought that's what they were doing, and the way Dad brushed his hands over
his bald spot and stammered out some stupid story about Helen helping him
look for Christmas decorations, even though it was April and Helen looked
like all she needed was a cigarette.
"They were talking about it, Fran, right here in this bathroom. At my wedding! Everybody knows ."
Pounding. Someone was pounding on the door. A man 's muffled voice.
"Hey, Faith ! The limo 's gonna leave without you! "
Franny glared at me, her eyes cold and blue and strangely angelic, as if she
felt it her duty to protect our famil y, to keep everything perfect so it wouldn ' t
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fall apart even more.
"You are a ... drunk idiot, and I will not listen to this. You've ruined your
own wedding, and now you 're trying to drag Dad down with you. Well, I
won't have it. Do you hear me? I won't! Our family has been through eeenough. Enough!" she shook me by the sleeves of our mother's dress, hanging
on as if she might float away, her face angry and purple. Determined and
scared. Like she was climbing a mountain but did not want to reach the top.
I tried to speak, but my tongue went left and my words went right.
She stormed out of the bathroom and left me there alone. I pinched the
bridge of my nose to head off tears and to soothe my growing headache. I didn 't
want to cry, there's nothing I hate more than girls who cry, but I didn't know
what I was doing spending my wedding night in this stupid bathroom wearing
this ridiculous dress and this glinting chip of a diamond on my finger laying
claim to my soul, and where the hell was my mother, where was Sandy, where
was my sanity? And how the hell could my father have been cheating on my
mother for fifteen years, with nobody noticing?
When the urge to cry safely passed, I opened my eyes and stared at my
reflection in the mirror. It was Franny's face, staring back at me, with our
father's blue eyes and our mother's short squat nose, looking like a lump of
Play-Doh somebody left there and forgot to smooth out. On the outside, I
looked just like Franny. My father. My mother. But inside, I was a stranger.
Empty. Rotten. But this was my chance to fix everything, to make up for all
the hurt that I had caused. Where my father failed, I would succeed. I would
finally make my mother proud of me. I would be a good wife. Wear an apron.
Bake muffins. Get my nails done instead of chewing them off. Wear blouses
with Peter Pan collars and a diaper bag, the badge of real womanhood, just
like Franny. Trade in my jeep for a minivan. Get my hair cut short-not dyke
short, just manageable short. Make Easter decorations out of common household items. And I would be happy. Happy happy happy, so unbelievably, blissfully, truly happy.
I pursed my lips in an obscene kiss at the mirror. Yes, I could do this. I
straightened my bridal crown, bent over a little to adjust my wayward boobs,
and smoothed out the half-dry wedding gown. It was time.
A row of windows revealed the entire wedding crowd outside, a festive
lineup of bright, beaded dresses, gray and blue suits with starched white shirts,
all forming a tunnel, with our big, fancy stretch limousine at the very end.
Joe grabbed my hand and squeezed it. Hard.
"Ready?" he said, smiling a hopeful smile. I hope these lesbian rumors
aren't true, that smile said. I hope that Sandy-thing was nothing more than an
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experiment, an escapade we'll chuckle over in our old age. Just like you told
me.
I nodded and squeezed back to say, yes, it's just like I told you.
We ran through the human tunnel like starting quarterbacks at a high
school football game, but there was no hoop of paper for us to burst through
at the end, just the limousine and my father standing there holding the door
open. My father, the adulterer. The liar. The cheat. Long thin strands of saltand-pepper hair, normally plastered across his bald spot, waved in the breeze
like ribbons. And she was right there next to him, Helen Peterson with her legs
like sticks, so thin I could crack them in half over my knees ifl wanted to, and
her frizzed-out blonde hair, that ridiculous black-leather skirt and red velvet
halter top, something you'd wear to a disco, or a strip club. She never did
know what was appropriate.
I let my father hug me. His face bristled against mine, and I could smell
the scotch on his breath as he whispered in my ear, "You take care of that husband of yours."
I pulled out of his boozy embrace. He didn 't look like an adulterer. He
looked sad and drunk and tired. He looked like an old man. Not the big bad
wolf. Or the devil. Just a man. Our eyes locked for a moment, his bloodshotblue eyes on mine, and in that instant I knew it was true. And he saw that I
knew. That I wasn't afraid of him anymore. He looked away. I leaned in close
to his ear.
"The way Helen's taking care of you?" I whispered back. "The way she's
been taking care of you?"
He jerked back, looking bewildered, then hurt, like I'd stepped on his foot.
Then his eyebrows knotted up and that thick vein in his forehead pulsed, the
one that only came out when he was really pissed.
"You-," he started to say, but then Joe was dragging me into the limo and
the door was shut and my father stood there, looking old and sad and oddly
out of place in his black tuxedo with the white rose pinned to his lapel. Six
weeks ago he was wearing a black suit at my mother's funeral. As the limo
pulled out of the lot, Helen slid one arm around his waist and waved to us with
the other. I flipp ed her the bird, which of course she couldn't see because the
windows were tinted.
"Who are you flipping off?" Joe sat across from me, chugging a bottle of
champagne. Foam dripped down his cheeks, and he swiped his arm over his
face to stop it. "Those people just gave us a shitload of money. They better
have, anyway. Ha ha."
He raised the champagne bottle again. Swallowed hard. Wiped his face.
Looked serious.
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"I think your old man is really wasted. "
I glanced around the limo . Glittering bottles of champagne and crystal
glasses. Tiny beaded lights running around the floor. Black shiny trim.
Everything so glossy and beautiful it made me dizzy and sick, and I was afraid
to touch any of it, so I fiddled with the radio dials instead, getting nothing but
broken bits of music between crackles of static. It was comforting, somehow,
those noises I didn 't have to try to understand.
Joe flopped onto the seat next to me, still g1ipping the champagne bottle
in one hand. He gently touched my radio-dial-flipping arm.
"Leave it alone," he said.
I turned to look at him, at my husband. He was beautiful. His cheeks were
chiseled out of dark, creamy skin, with almond brown eyes that warmed to
hazel when he looked at me. And he was put together well, I'll give him that,
with strong muscular foreanns , a brawny chest and a slim waist, with long
trim legs. Franny called him the Greek god, and it suited him. But he was not
my Greek god. He was not Sandy. With those eyes begging me to love him
(Sandy never begged for anything in her life), be was drowning in want and
need, he was touching me and his hands were tough and callused, where
Sandy's were soft and small, and I hated the feel of his skin on mine, hot and
sweaty, wanting and needy, and I hated him. I hated myself for not loving this
man.
"Don ' t touch me! " I snapped, shoving his band away.
It hovered there in the air, his hand, alone and empty for a long moment.
The stereo hissed and crackled. Then he balled his rough fingers into a fist and
punched the leather seat between us.
"Dammit, Faith," he said, so quiet I almost didn't hear.
The limousine jerked, speeding up to merge on the highway. Then Joe
threw himself back into the seat across from me, grabbed a beer out of the
mini-bar, and viciously wrenched open the tab. He guzzled half of it, then
sulked out the window.
Air. I had to have air. I couldn 't breathe. Too much cigar smoke, tequila,
limes, bad family-style rigatoni . I stabbed at various buttons on the door,
watching windows go up and down, up and down until finally the sky roof
rolled smoothly open. The roar of traffic and horns and wind poured into the
limo, drowning out the radio static. I kicked off my white shoes and climbed
up on the seat.
Joe tugged at my dress .
" What the hell do you think you ' re doing?"
I glanced down. He was pouting.
"I need air."
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"You need something, but it sure as hell ain't air," he said sourly. "Come
on, quit fucking around."
I grabbed onto the roof and hoisted myself up. The wind ripped my bridal
crown right off my head. I watched it tumble down the dark highway, rolling
end over white fluffy end until it disappeared. My hair whipped across my
face, wild and free, and I felt like a modem day Medusa with snakes for hair
and stone for a face. Just like my father. My sister. My mother. Now that I was
married, would I learn how to make compromises as well as I made meat loaf?
How to drown my sorrows and disappointments and dreams in a bottle of
vodka tucked away in the linen closet? How to lie and cheat? Already I found
myself praying for Joe to pass out so I could sneak away and call Sandy.
"You're drunk, don't be stupid, too," Joe yelled. "Get your ass back in this
car. NOW!"
Joe yanked on my dress. The limo hit a bump and I almost fell. Joe was
dragging me down and I wouldn't let go, not without a fight, so I kicked him
in the stomach, my foot melting into his soft gut. He groaned and let go. I
knew it was wrong. Even as I did it this voice in my head (sounding a lot like
my mother's) was saying, Shame on you, but there was this other voice in my
head saying, Go ahead. You can get away with it. You 've got an excuse. Your
mother just died, people will forgive you. And I did get away with it, I got
away with all of it, and now I was in the getaway car getting away with even
more.
"Is she going to be OK?" the limo driver shouted over his shoulder.
"She will be," Joe said. There was a loud burp, then the crunch and crackle
of his beer can being crushed between his fists .
Strangely, this relieved me. Someone thought I was going to be OK. The
wind whipped me back and forth in the sky roof, but I hung on tight. There
was no way I was going to go flying down the highway, rolling end over end
in my big white dress until I disappeared. The sky was black and the stars were
white and the night was cold and I stood alone among them, knowing I was in
the wrong place at the wrong time with the wrong person, that things were
fucked and I didn't know how to fix any of it, or if any of it was even fixable.
My father was a cheater, a lousy goddamn good-for-nothing liar, and my
mother was dead and she couldn't do a damn thing about it, and FrannyFranny blamed me for everything, everything but it wasn't me, it wasn't my
fault, and I was screaming at the sky, Its not my fault, and I was laughing
because I was crying after all this time. Crying. I reached up to touch my
cheeks, but the wind, the damned wind blew away my tears like kisses, send-

ing them tumbling end over end down the dark road, swallowed whole by the
night, leaving me only the bittersweet taste of nothingness.
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Yo-Yo

Doug Whippo

hen I was a kid the summers seemed much hotter than they are
nowadays. And the winters seemed much colder back then, too. I'm
maybe it has something to do with getting older, but things-the
but
not sure,
weather, sunlight, rain, flakes of snow, shadows- they all seem mild to me
now. They don't have the same crispness, the same sharpness, the same clear
outlines as they did when I was a kid. Back then the sunlight made sense and
so did the snow. So did the rain. Everything was clear. Even ifl couldn't really
explain it all to myself. But the world that surrounded rne when I was young
had a sure clarity to it, and though I didn't understand the inner workings of a
cloud, what made the sky rain, where wind came from or who made shadows,
I trusted it. I trusted what I saw. For the most part, anyway.
On humid summer nights my older brother Mitch and my mother and I
would escape the heat of our small home and sit on the trunk of my father's
lime green DeSoto. My mother would heft her body onto the car (the nose of
which always poked inside the wooden awning of our dilapidated carport) and
she'd put her bare feet on the silver bumper. She said the bumper was always
cooler, cooled the bottoms of her feet, and I remember that even in the blue
darkness of a summer night her feet always seemed the color of ivory, like an
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elephant tusk. And I'd sit next to her, watching her toes curl and uncurl on the
silver coolness of the bumper, and she'd light an unfiltered cigarette with a
quick snap of her lighter, and the dancing orange tip of the cigarette would
leave traces of a faintly glowing arc in the dark as she brought it to her lips
and gestured with her hand.
Mitch would stand in front of us on the blackened, cracked-tar driveway
and tell us stories, impersonate the fools he worked with at the Safeway grocery store, or perform lame magic tricks. He was nineteen, and he had the kind
of freedom my eight-year-old bones envied. Free from school. Free to do as
he pleased, I figured. That summer he grew his red hair long, down past his
shoulders, long thick strands of it that curled in the wind.
He stood before us that night on the driveway sporting a brand new, fluorescent green, glow-in-the-dark yo-yo he ' d bought at the mall. The garage
light was on and cast a weak yellow light over our shoulders and threw the
shadows of my mother and me at his feet.
"OK ... OK, all right now, just check this out, now, watch close now, I got
a real treat for ya'," Mitch said, winding the white string back into the groove
of the yo-yo. The sound of the freeway out beyond our neighborhood was a
constant but dim roar, like hearing the sound of a seashell just out of earshot.
I kept waiting for the far-off cry of a train clattering over the tracks in the distance and braced my body for a shiver of warmth. I never felt safer anywhere
in my life than I did on those nights, and even that train whistle, lonely and
lonesome, couldn't put a scare on me.
"OK," Mitch said, "this here is called the Flying Kangaroo . .. it's gotta be
the most difficult yo-yo trick in the book, only a few mortals are capable of
pulling it off, but I feel lucky tonight so I'm givin ' it a whirl ... " His eyes
were a soft brown sparkle in the light. My mother chuckled and lit another cigarette with a click of her lighter. I watched her take a drag, saw the smudge of
her red lipstick on the tip of the cigarette. Our house was filled with ashtrays
blooming with red-tipped cigarette butts.
Mitch paused to let the night close around his feet. The neighborhood was
quiet, mostly encased in blue darkness, except for the occasional carport light
down the road that blurred and blinked when the wind picked up.
And just as Mitch began the show, just as he'd flicked his wrist downward,
the fingers of his pale white hand splashing out like spider legs as the glowing yo-yo leaped off his hip, spun down its tether, and stopped and glowed an
inch from the ground, spinning and glowing in the dark, we heard the rip of a

screen door slam and we turned our heads in unison to see Mrs. Stanley, our
next-door neighbor, walking towards us as if she were trying very hard not to
fall flat on her face. She had her shoulders drawn back, very erect, with her
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head held high. She moved out of the light of her front door and into the darkness of her lawn and the light from our carport; as she moved into the light I
thought she looked like a lipsticked scarecrow wearing a tattered yellow sundress. I looked at my mother. Her eyes were stuck on Mrs. Stanley.
"Jesus Christ. . . ," she whispered, drawing her legs up off the bumper. The
yo-yo still spun and glowed, but Mitch seemed frozen as Mrs. Stanley stood
before us in that yellow light, and I saw her eyes and how they slowly closed
and unclosed, kind of pulsed, like a butterfly's wings when at rest on a leaf.
She seemed to be in some kind of drunken trance.
"Even in', Mrs. Adams," she muttered to my mother. Mrs. Stanley nodded
at me. "Hello, Jelly ... " I lowered my chin and managed only a gulp. She
turned to Mitch. "Hi, Mitch . .. nice to see you ... " Mitch looked at her for a
moment, then mustered up a voice.
"Well . .. good evening right back at you, Mrs. Stanley ... so nice to see
you out and about on a fine night such as this ... I was just showing off a few
yo-yo tricks here . .. care to see one?" He sounded like a circus huckster or a
used-car salesman. He began to rewind the string around the yo-yo. Mrs.
Stanley stared at each of us in tum, in silence, and I did my best to avoid looking into those strange wild eyes of hers. She'd been our neighbor for years but
not much was known of her. The smell that crept out of her house, a sweet and
sickly ammonia-like fog that was especially nasty during the summer, had
haunted our street for a number of years, but nobody could ever get her or the
authorities to do something about it. Nobody even knew if she had a husband.
But she had two kids, twin girls, about ten years old. Scruffy, dirty, wild kids
who would stand up to anyone or anything. Before I knew enough to keep
away from them they ' d attack me as I walked home from school, wrestle me
to the ground, and pull my shirt over my head as they wedged their knees into
my shoulders, trapping me like a bug. Then they would dangle the tips of their
long blond pigtails onto my poor, bare stomach, tick.Jing me beyond comic
helplessness into a kind of desperate hysteria. This was the first I'd seen of
Mrs. Stanley in a long time. Sometimes I'd walk past their house at night and
see her thin, black shadow flit back and forth in front of the blue glow of a TV
set. There were countless rumors about Mrs. Stanley, things I'd overheard,
things I'd had nightmares about, waking in the middle of the night in a sweaty
panic. No one even knew how old she was. Some people said she was fortyfive. Still others said she was seventy. Standing before us that night she
seemed ageless. You couldn't tell a thing about her.
Mrs. Stanley started to rock slowly from side to side then, like a single
stalk of wheat in an empty field. A thin, meek smile crossed her face.
"Why ... that'd be real, real ... nice," she said in a hoarse whisper that
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seemed to rise up out of several layers of the Earth 's crust. Mitch looked over
at us and faked a smile. He stretched his right arm as high above him as it
could go, clutching the yo-yo. He paused.
"This one's called The Wild Drunkard ... OK ... now pay attention .. .
it's been known to make strange things happen." Then he brought his hand
down swift and violent over his shoulder, jerking hard. His band stopped at his
hip and the glowing yo-yo shot out and down and hovered for a second. Then
he began to swing out his arm in side circles. The yo-yo, like a bird on a string,
followed in an arc. Mitch put his left hand on his hip and stood straight. He
looked like some mad cowboy trying to lasso a wayward steer. The yo-yo
made wide, green, flashing circles that lit up and hung in the night. He took a
step towards Mrs. Stanley. The wide circles the yo-yo made in the dark
seemed to surround Mrs. Stanley then, as if she were caught.
"Hee-yeah!!" Mitch bellowed, really playing up the cowboy bit, twirling
the mad yo-yo against the night. "Hee-yah!"-his voice echoing down the
empty streets. And Mrs. Stanley began to shake and shudder like she were on
the verge of some sort of nervous fit, her eyes fluttering, her mouth twitching,
trying to form words she couldn 't find. I looked up at my mother, at the cigarette pursed between her lips. I watched the cigarette bob up and down as she
muttered to herself, "Mitch ... my God, what are you playing at? ... " I stood
up on the edge of the bumper, caught up in this mad act that Mitch had conspired. I wanted him to make that yo-yo dance and sing and leap away into the
dark sky and disappear. I wanted him to make that yo-yo soar. Just to see it
happen. Magic. I wanted magic. For it's own sake.
"Make it fuckin' go, Mitch ... Fuuuuuck yeah . .. ," I shouted, pumping
my fist in the air and bouncing on the edge of the bumper. My mother yanked
my ass back down on the car and told me never to swear in her presence again
and to keep my fuckin ' mouth shut.
Mrs . Stanley seemed as if she were about to burst into nothing from somewhere deep within herself. "Yaahhhh! !!" Mitch shouted again , like he was driving a wagonload of unruly horses. My mother slid off the trunk of the car.
" All right ... that's it, Mitch, show's over ... knock it off ... " But Mitch kept
on , and then Mrs. Stanley went completely rigid, seized with something she'd
seen in her mind, something none of us could recognize. She stared at Mitch.
"Oh ... Mitch," she whispered. Her voice sounded like a broken teacup. "My
. .. my darling . . . Mitch . . ." Everything went dead then. For a moment there
was only the seashell blur of the freeway in the distance.
Then Mrs. Stanley passed out. Fainted dead away, landing with a hard,
head-crunching thud on the driveway. A dark pool of black blood began to
ooze from her head. Strands of her dirty blond hair mixed with the blood and
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turned the color of rust. Mitch stopped swinging his arm, and the yo-yo came
to rest and dangle and twirl slowly at his feet. He stood above Mrs . Stanley,
staring, hi s mouth wide open. My mother kneeled down beside her and lifted
her head slightly to look at the wound. Then she stood up, shot Mitch a look,
and rushed into the house saying, " Shit shit shit shit oh ... shit ... " The screen
door slammed shut, and I heard her in the kitchen rustling through cabinets,
banging drawers. Mrs. Stanley moved her head from side to side and moaned.
Mitch got down on his knees next to her and edged his right hand behind her
head and settled it into his lap. In the soft yellow light I could see thick pearls
of sweat on her forehead and upper lip. Mitch leaned in close to her. "I'm sorry
... I'm sorry, baby doll .... " He dipped his head and stuck out his tongue and
ran that tongue the length of poor Mrs. Stanley 's forehead. His tongue looked
like a black slug you dig out of the mud, wet and slick and shiny. He crossed
hi s tongue over her sweaty upper lip, too. Mrs. Stanley gasped, a quick intake
of hot breath. Her eyes opened. Mitch looked up at me. "You did not see that,
Jelly," he said. His eyes were like bruised eggshells . "Remember . .. you . ..
did ... not ... see .. . that." I nodded.
Mrs . Stanley stirred and reached her pale white arm out, wrapped it around
the nape of Mitch's neck, and pulled his face closer to her. They kissed. A long
kiss. A really long kiss. With their lips and with their tongues.
"I love you . .. I love you . .. Mitch .. . God . .. how I love you." Her
voice was warm and tender, like a bedtime story, but sexy, too. Like she were
touching him with words.
"I love you . .. Marge . .. know that . . . I love you," Mitch said. I'd never
heard his voice until just then. The screen door creaked open and slammed to
a close. My mother 's feet moved across the driveway. I saw Mitch and Marge
glance sharply towards the sound, and their faces , close together in the yellow
lamplight, looked wide and white and scared and caught. But happy, too. What
was between them was settled. They looked up at my mother.
My mother stood over the two of them . She seemed determined not to
show any trace of anything that might be racing through her mind. She handed
Mitch a T-shirt that had been tom into thin strips and a damp sponge.
"Clean her up . . . wrap the wound .. . I don't think she needs stitches ...
no need to call an ambulance .. . make sure she gets home . . . when you 're
done, we need to talk." Then she turned and walked back to the house.
Mitch began to dab the blood away from Marge's cheek, off her neck, out
of her ear, and be was smiling as he did this. Marge looked up at him, following his eyes.
I jumped down from the car and watched Mitch tend to her wound, and all
the weird stories about Marge Stanley that I'd imprisoned in my mind began
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to unravel. Mrs. Pratt, who lived down the road, said that Marge had fought in
Vietnam on the front lines, in the jungles, and knew how to kill a man in two
seconds with her bare hands.
I saw Mitch pull the long strands of Marge's hair back off her forehead,
gathering it into a ponytail. He was saying something I couldn't hear. I
watched his mouth move, his teeth flash.
Mrs. Pratt told me that Marge had killed women and children in cold blood
and that she'd been wounded in action, taken some shrapnel in the head, and
when the doctors went to remove all the metal trapped in her skull, they found
a tumor the size of a grapefruit. Mrs. Pratt said that Vietnam saved Marge's
life.
I watched Mitch lift Marge's head and begin to wrap the white strips
around her wound. She was saying something to him and he was laughing as
he lifted and lowered her head, lifted and lowered, his hand moving around
and around.
Someone else said the doctors had to cut out part of Marge's brain. That
she didn't know how to love. That she'd set her mind to sexing all the men in
the neighborhood. That she was set to ruin all the good families on the street.
That she was evil and her daughters were evil too.
"Bleeding's stopped, sweetheart," Mitch said. He leaned his lips over and
planted a kiss on the tip of her nose. She reached out her finger and touched
his lips. He helped her stand up. She rose, unsteady, and slipped her hand
around his waist, into his back pocket, and rested her T-shirt-wrapped head on
his arm.
Still somebody else told me that Marge had been a big-time drug dealer in
Miami and made tons of dough but had blown it all in Las Vegas playing
blackjack with some hustler. That she'd gotten strung out on dope and love
and tried to kill the guy but ended up in a mental hospital, where, after getting
clean, she met her first husband, an orderly who married her right there in the
dayroom of the ward.
They moved a few steps towards her house. Marge stopped and turned her
body to Mitch. His back was to me and I watched him bend his knees and
wrap his arms around her. Her head nestled in the crook of his shoulder and
her eyes were open and she was staring at me and she smiled. And winked.
Real slow, her eyelashes moving slowly down and squeezing shut for a
moment, then rising again, slowly. I gulped and then she turned back around
and they walked out of that weak, yellow, half-light from the carport and into
the blue darkness of her lawn and back into the yellow light of her doorstep,
where they stood talking. She looked up at him, her teeth smiling. I saw his
jaw moving up and down. Their voices were drowned out by the sound of the
freeway.
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And someone had told me once that Marge used to be a real big hit out in
Los Angeles staITing in those triple-nasty sex movies. That she'd been a hot
star, big bucks and all, but then she'd took sick with AIDS and had to quit.
That her kids had the sickness, too. That they were all unsafe and sick and
mean. I didn't know who to believe anymore.
I watched the two of them until Marge opened the door of her house and
went inside. Mitch did not follow her. He stood there looking off down the
street.
I went back to the house. My mother was sitting in her usual chair. The
living-room lights were off. She sat there in the darkness smoking a cigarette,
the tip of which she breathed to life every few seconds. The room was hot. She
didn't say anything, though I know she heard me come in. I went to my room
and threw off my clothes and lay in bed. I listened for a train whistle in the
distance. I wanted to feel a shiver of safety run across my body. But I fell
asleep before I heard it, and that night, and the night after that, and maybe
even the night after that, I dreamed of Mrs. Marge Stanley.
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The Dean Enterprise

Jane Jeffries

ean is exactly twenty years older than me and I've promised myself
that twenty years is the limit. I can't like anyone older than that.
We're sitting in his car in my parents' driveway. It's nearly ten o'clock on
a Tuesday night and I've spent the past five hours babysitting for his threeyear-old son Nicky. This is the part I wait for all night, when the Jeep 's engine
idles and the fan huffs and we finally get to talk. I am telling him about how
weird my piano teacher is, and he's quite sympathetic.
"But I'm going to make Nicky take piano lessons," he tells me, and I say,
"The way Nicky pounds on those Playskool bongos makes me think you ' ve
got your work cut out for you." As if my lap were the drums, I mimic Nicky's
frantic slapping, and Dean laughs.
Finally, Dean turns to me, and as I do every week when he turns to say
good-bye, I think, Please, please, please, just- something, just do something.
And then I see his thin, tan hand lift from the gearshift between us and rest
gently on my bare knee, just an inch away from the hem of my school skirt.
His thumb rubs a circle into my skin. Please let this mean something, I think.
I stare at his hand and then tum to stare at him. He's just watching his thumb,
his eyes almost closed, and I can see that the tips of his eyelashes are lighter
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than the rest.
"Did Claire already pay you?" he asks, as if his wife and his hand on my
knee are not incompatible. When he finally looks over at me, his face is kind
but watchful, almost like he 's asking for my approval.
From my toes I try to summon up a smoky, self-assured purr but instead,
I squeak, "Yes!" I don 't think there is anything good about being young.
Dean does not remove his hand, and I wonder if he feels all my veins trembling.
Suddenly, the car seems too small, too close, like we can only breathe each
other 's breath. I wonder if I'm imagining this, if this is the beginning or the
end or if Dean just needed a place to set his hand. I stare at the stainless-steel
travel mug on the dashboard that shouts I drink coffee, I drive to work, I am a
grown-up at me every time I get in the car. Sometimes I want to stick my
tongue out at it. Tonight, I'm searching it for an explanation of Dean's behavior. After a few seconds, I begin to feel stupid and scared because I don't know
what to do.
"OK! I'll see you Saturday! " I bleat and his hand snaps back up to the
gearshift. The spot on my knee is suddenly cool. I wrestle with my backpack
and the seatbelt and the door to get out of the car.
"Bye, Katy," Dean says. And because his voice doesn't sound soft or tender, I think it sounds angry. What was he expecting me to do? I wonder. I slam
the car door and run inside the house, a check for sixteen dollars in my pocket.
The Dean Enterprise, as I call it, has not been going on for the whole two
yea rs I've been babysitting Nicky. It's only in the last five months that I've
noticed everything about Dean, that the sight of him, ruddy and panting after
coming back from a run, has made my stomach ache, that I've been biting my
lips to make them redder when I hear his car pull into the driveway. Dean is
tall and thin and good-looking in a way that high school boys are, with short
brown hair and blue eyes, but has the advantage of wearing suits during the
week and expensive, hand-knit sweaters on the weekend.
But he could have been handsome forever and I wouldn't have cared. It's
when he drives me home and we talk that gets me. He listens to me, and laughs
at my jokes and tells me that I'm smart. He smiles at me like no one else does,
like we've got a joke together. He says he knows I'm going to do something
great in life.
Dean and Claire 's house is four blocks away from mine and a five-minute
drive. Dean always comes to a complete stop at each of the three stop signs
between our houses. Before the Enterprise began-when the ride home was
only the hurdle between getting paid and doing my homework or going to
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bed-Dean 's overcautiousness annoyed me. But I've grown to appreciate this
trait now that I need the drives to be longer. We almost never get to talk otherwise, because when l get to the Gehrings' , Claire explains what's for dinner
and where they're going and all that stuff.
I am so excited on those drives home that I have to force myself not to start
talking the minute I climb in the car. I've usually prepared a few topics just in
case we can 't come up with anything more interesting than "How's school?"
Once, I asked, "How's work?" and he just laughed. "I don 't want to bore you,"
he said and rolled his eyes. He's an investment advisor for Menill Lynch and
I've been reading my dad's Forbes so we could talk about it. But he wants to
talk about things like what I'm learning on the piano and where I'm thinking
of going to college. I've found I have a hard time making sense if we talk
about anything else.
"So, have you got your eyes on any of the boys at school?" he asked me
once, as we reversed out of their long driveway. His hand was on the back of
my seat as he looked through the rear window. I liked that.
"Technically, that's impossible, since St. Anne's is an all-girls school," I
told him and he chuckled. "But no, I don 't like any of the boys at St. John's."
"I bet more than a few of them have their eyes on you, though," he said.
He raised an eyebrow in my direction.
" o," I said and for a second I felt like a failure, but at the same time, I
was glad to let him to know I was available, just in case. "The guys I know are
kind of hard to talk to and just want to go to the football games on the weekends." I didn't tell him that they all want to date my friend Beth, who has
shiny, straight black hair and two pierces in each ear.
We reached the first stop sign: the trip was one-fourth over. Dean was
silent and I shifted in my seat. We were wasting precious seconds, but I forced
myself to wait for him to say something. Finally, he said, "Well , high-school
boys are pretty immature. I know I was," and smiled, not at me, but at the
streetlights or some memory. I tried to imagine him in high school, but in some
way, it seems like he was never young, like he never had an awkward stage or
even a pimple. "I bet the right guy is going to come along for you," he continued. "You're pretty and smart, and any minute now, the guys'II be falling
all over themselves to ask you out."
Pretty. I'm pretty. I'm pretty, he said. Dean thinks I'm pretty was hammering through my head so loud it almost hurt. I could barely hear him when
he said, "If I were your age, I bet you would have broken my heart."

"I wouldn't do that," I croaked and we passed the second stop sign. Only
2.5 minutes left. Then I blurted out, "Of course, I' m not allowed to go on dates
yet," as if that was the only obstacle between us.
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"I can 't believe you don't even have a crush on anyone," he mused and
gave me a teasing smile. I flushed in the darkness of the car and wondered if
he knew, if he was asking. I begged myself to stay calm.
"That's confidential," I said. "That's protected- under the Monroe
Doctrine," I said stupidly. I think I was trying to be clever.
"The what?" he asked, laughing. "What's the Monroe Doctrine?"
We just cleared the third stop sign. "Oh, it's that thing that the president
did when England was trying to take over the world back in 1823. Or Spain.
Spain was trying to take over South America. But he didn't want England
coming over, either. James Monroe. Or something. I don 't know. But it was
definitely in 1823 ," I bumbled on and then kicked at my backpack on the floor.
"I have a test on Monday. " I couldn't believe I'd wasted the last block on
American history.
But Dean smiled again at me. "OK, I won 't ask again. But I'll be wondering."
We pulled into my parents ' driveway and I yanked open my backpack to
get my keys . Usually, I exploited this process, to see if he was going to step
on the brake at my parents ' door or put the car in park. Ifhe put the car in park,
I knew he wanted to talk. If not, I jumped right out of the car and tried to look
nonchalant as I walked to the door. That night, I was so mortified by my lecture on U.S. foreign policy that I didn't wait to see what he did and immediately swung open the door.
"Hey," Dean said and I stopped, one leg in the car, one foot on the driveway. "I wasn' t- I mean, I hope I didn't embatTass you, asking about guys,
OK? I didn't mean to. It's probably none of my business." He seemed genuinely wotTied, with his forehead crinkled up and eyebrows raised. He shoved
the gearshift into park.
I can 't hop back in now, I thought, and mourned a missed opportunity. But
he was still watching me. "Oh, no, it can be your business," I gurgled. "I mean,
it's OK. OK. Thanks. I'll see you next week." I think my last word was cut off
as I slammed the door. The next time I saw him, he didn't even ask about the
history test.
Claire is a small blond woman who takes up a different hobby nearly every
week. Last summer, I babysat on Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Fridays while she
was in real estate school, but right before the final exam, she quit going to class
and started taking guitar lessons. She 's a few years younger than Dean and it
seems like she wants to be my friend or my big sister or something, given the
way she talks to me about makeup and clothes. She's definitely nothing like the
other moms that call me to babysit, all formal and distant.
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I have to admit I like her, despite the Dean Enterprise. Sometimes, before
they go out, she calls me up to the bedroom to show me different outfits and
asks which one looks best. She has breasts as small as mine and doesn't
always wear a bra. I think that's kind of cool. My mother would kill me if I
started going around without a bra. But Claire doesn 't have to worry about
that. Her mom lives in California and her dad is in Denver with his new wife,
who's only twenty-seven, and their son. "Do you realize," she asked me once,
as she put on some dangly gold earrings in front of the bedroom mirror, "that
my uncle is only four years old? My father 's lost his mind."
"But at least your parents are far away," I said. "Mine are afraid to leave
me home alone when they go out for dinner."
Claire looked at me in the mirror. "You know, if you ever need to get away
from them, you can come here. For a night or a weekend or whatever."
I pictured Dean, Claire, Nicky and me gathered around the breakfast table
in our various robes and jamrnies, and it just seemed too weird.
"Parents are tough. I know how it is," she laughed and put on some lipstick. "Nicky'll be saying that about us any day now. "
When I first started babysitting for the Gehrings, I couldn 't believe how
young and cool they were. My only experience with parents had been my parents, who aren 't young or cool at all. If I let her, my mom would still pin my
house key to the waistband of my uniform skirt, and my father- I'm not sure
he knows me as anything more than a third body around the house. But the
Gehrings hadn't turned into parents yet, it seemed. They even wanted me to
call them by their first names.
Their house is beautiful and looks like it was decorated straight out of a
magazine. Sometimes, after Nicky goes to sleep, I walk around pretending it's
my house-my big kitchen with shiny wooden floors , my sunroom with a
writing desk and rocking chair, my white-tiled bathroom with a skylight, my
queen-sized bed with a down comforter and ruffled bed skirt.
And I wish their life was mine-not Claire 's or Dean's, exactly, but the
life of a grown-up. I want to subscribe to House Beautiful and Vanity Fair and
drink Diet Coke with dinner and sign checks to the babysitter with both my
maiden name and my husband's last name. It all seems so much easier than
everything I'm doing now.
Sometimes I think Dean is trying to drive me crazy. About a month ago,
when I got to the Gehrings' for their standing Saturday night dinner and
movie, Claire asked me to wake Nicky from his nap. He was already awake
when I opened the door, his face still flushed from sleep and his blond hair
standing almost straight up. After greeting me with a hug and a giggle, we set-
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tied down on the carpet to play with his trains.
We'd been playing for a couple minutes when I heard the shower shut off
in Claire and Dean's bedroom across the hall and I immediately got nervous.
I focused on the trains.
"Hey buddy, how was your nap?" I heard from the door. Dean walked in,
wearing only a towel around his waist. It was a thick, navy blue towel that
hung to the middle of his shins, but still, that was it. His hair was wet, his feet
were bare and I couldn't believe how much skin I could see. There was a little dark brown hair on his chest and his stomach was very flat. I could see his
veins running from bis shoulders to his bands. He seemed so naked. I wondered if my face looked weird, looking at him.
He patted me on the shoulder as he walked to Nicky, saying, "Hi Katy,
how're you doing?"
I said, "Hi," and turned back to the trains, as if nothing could be more
interesting than trains on the carpet.
My body felt the same way it does when I see sex scenes in movies, something I didn't know was possible to feel about a real person. I felt all hot and
shaky and sweaty under my arms and warm in my underpants. I felt like I was
naked, too.
And I wondered why he was doing this. Because it was his house and his
son and he could walk around however he wanted? Because he thought I
wouldn't notice or care? Because he thought I would care? I'm too young to
like your body, I thought. But it was hard to think, because I was terrified that
his towel would fall off and then where was I going to look?
Then Claire called me downstairs and I stood up slowly, careful not to
even brush Dean as I left the room. But he caught my arm as I passed him and
it seemed like several hours passed between my stomach contracting at his
touch and then hearing him say, "Tell Claire to order pizza for you and Nicko.
There are never any leftovers when you make macaroni and cheese."
"Right," I whispered. I was happy to leave the room.
It's been two weeks since Dean put his hand on my knee, and because I
can kind of still feel it, I'm surprised he didn't leave an imprint on the skin.
During the day at school, instead of taking notes in class or answering questions or even pretending to pay attention, I contemplate my left knee. I rest my
own hand on it sometimes, just to see what it feels like, to see what it might
inspire or what it might mean. I've taken an informal poll among the girls at
school about the meaning of a male hand on a female knee, though not Dean's
and mine, specifically. Instead of actually answering, my friends look at me
confused, because they know there aren't any male hands looking to rest on
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my knees. But even after we get past the "Why are you asking this, Katy?"
part, everyone gives me a different answer. Some friends have wanted to know
the exact placement of the hand, because they say if even a pinky finger is
resting on the thigh, it's a move, a come-on, a thing. Other friends have dismissed the whole incident entirely, saying a hand on the knee is the sexual
equivalent of a pat on the head. And a maddening few call it an indecipherable gesture that could only be understood in the context of another, less-indecipherable gesture. Girls at this age are so stupid.
The nights I should have spent doing homework, practicing the piano and
then sleeping were spent thinking about the next time I would see Dean. Claire
didn't call me to sit last week so maybe they didn't go out. Or maybe Dean is
mad at me because I didn't know what to do with his hand. Or maybe he's
waiting for me to make the first move. Or maybe he never liked me in the first
place and he and Claire spent last Saturday night doing whatever married
people do.
But something inside me refuses to believe this. Something inside me
insists that he knows I'm alive, that he is aware of my existence beyond my
role as his son's babysitter. Maybe it's my own heart-thumping nervousness
every time I see him that makes me feel so weird, but maybe it's something
else, too. Because I feel like he actually sees me when he looks at me and his
smile is wide and sweet when he talks to me, and there is something between
us, some almost-laughter or excitement or slyness.
I don't even know what I want to happen, because I guess he'd have to
kiss me but I don't know how to kiss. Maybe he would touch my hair or take
my hand-and then I can't even imagine what happens, because I feel so
jumpy in my stomach.
Dean and Claire have to go to some party tonight that she promised me
yesterday won 't last later than 9:30. "It's a school night, you know," I told her,
and despite sounding like somebody's mother, I felt like an eight-year-old.
After I ring the bell, Dean answers the door. I'd been fidgeting with nervousness all day but at seeing him, I almost jump off the front porch. He lets
me in, explains that Claire is still at her pottery class and some other kid 's
mom is driving Nicky home from gymnastics. Then he tells me to make some
music while he goes through the mail. He acts completely normal and I'm
relieved and disappointed.
Dean keeps track of what I'm learning on the piano more than anyone else.
No one plays the Gehrings' piano besides me-Claire inherited it from someone- and instead it seems to be the pedestal on which a giant yellow vase can
rest. I play it whenever I can, though, because I know Dean listens.
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Tonight I play Debussy's Arabesque. If rain were musical, it would sound
like the Arabesque, I think. Just as I reach the end of it, I feel a warmth and
then a weight on my shoulders. Dean's hands are on me. I try to hold still.
"Which one was that?" he asks, and I tell him, "That Debussy I've been
working on since the spring." His hands rest gently on my shoulders, but I feel
like I'm being ground into the piano stool, that my back is going to bow out
from the weight of them. I know that in real, adult life, people actually touch
each other but no one ever touches me except my mother, and that's just to
pick lint off my school sweater. Dean touching me is like being shoved while
walking a balance beam- I can barely keep from tipping over. The warmth
spreading from his hands on my shoulders makes my fingertips tingle and my
head ache.
"Next up," I warble, because I can 't stand doing nothing, "is the
Rachmaninoff piece I've been practicing forever. My teacher says I need to
play it with more fiber. Whatever that means."
I may have blathered on forever, but Dean kisses the top of my head, just
an inch above my ponytail. It's just a soft little push on my head, but everything inside and outside of me starts to spin. I stare frantically at the keys, suddenly feeling so confused and so excited and so scared. Even though I don't
know what that kiss means, I know it's going to change everything. I want to
know right now what is going to happen, how it's going to work, how it's
going to end. And in a separate, tiny place in my brain, I'm overjoyed simply
because I haven't been wrong all this time, that he does know I'm alive, that
he does think I'm special.
I pull my fingers off the keyboard and drop my hands in my lap. I am
thinking just clearly enough to dare myself to stay there, to see what happens,
to let this be out of my control for a few more minutes. With the toes of my
tennis shoes propelling me, I spin slowly on the stool to face him. He's wearing a perfect white shirt and a blue green tie. There 's a dirty dusting of stubble on his cheeks and jaw and a faint shine on the skin around his eyes. He
looks down at me in a way I've never seen before, like he's nervous or sad,
and for the first time, he looks old. Not old like my parents, but like a man,
someone too old for me. But I have wanted this for so long and even though
inside my head I can hear my own voice shrieking, Oh my God, oh my God,
oh my God, I smile up at him. My face just cracks open in a stupid grin and
my eyes water. He doesn't smile back. Instead, he puts his hands on each side
of my jaw. They are large and smooth and cool on my face . I feel his wedding
ring against my throat.
My thoughts can't seem to keep up with what's going on, and as I am still
registering the thrill of his hands, he leans toward me, bending at the waist,
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and tips my face up. His face is so close to mine that I close my eyes in fear,
and the insides of my eyelids are hot. Then I feel his lips press on mine, on the
comer of my mouth. And I purse my lips like I do to kiss Nicky, and he kisses me again. This time I can smell his breath-it's a little sour, like coffee and
chocolate. It feels like my face is too big or my mouth is crooked because it's
awkward when he kisses me, these soft pushes on my lips, and I keep waiting
for him to stick his tongue in my mouth and give me a real, grown-up kiss.
Instead, he kisses the tip of my nose, each of my eyelids, my forehead and then
my nose again. Then he stops.
I open my eyes and he has that same serious look on his face. When I open
my mouth to say something, 1 realize I have so much to say that I can 't say
anything.
"Is this OK?" he whispers.
I bump my head up and down in his hands, even though I'm not sure if it's
OK or if it's even really happening. Then I hear the snap of the bolt in the back
door and Claire's keys ringing as she swings it open. Dean drops his hands
from my face, slides them in his pockets and walks away. As I stare at the back
of his pristine white shirt and crease less pants, I'm surprised he doesn't glance
back at me, with an expression or gesture to somehow let me know this is really happening.
"How was your day?" I hear him ask Claire in the kitchen. A bubble of
fear jumps in my belly. I don't hear Claire answer, but I drag myself into the
kitchen to greet her.
"Katy, how are you?" she says, like it wasn't just three days ago that I saw
her. She steps across the kitchen and hugs me, nearly smothering me with her
silky scarf and fluffy, fragrant hair. I toss my arms around her in response.
Over her shoulder, I watch Dean leave the kitchen.
"I'm fine ," I say and wait for her to second-guess me. But she doesn't.
Instead, she pulls back to look at me. She tucks a few sh·ands of my too-long
bangs behind my ear and says, "You're getting so pretty, you know. I wish I
was your age."
Maybe my face shows shock, because she lets me go and laughs, "But you
take everything too seriously." She smoothes more hair away from my face
and says, "I'm afraid you 're worrying these years away. It only gets harder."
She sighs and opens the refrigerator.
I have no idea what she 's talking about, so I raise my eyebrows. She
laughs again, louder this time, and just pulls a beer out when Dean returns.
"Ready to go?" he says and walks to the back door without looking at me.
Claire returns the bottle to the refrigerator and answers, "Sure." As they leave,
they say "See you later" to me at the same time.
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I let Nicky watch TV until bedtime.
After the car pulls in the driveway at 10: 10, Dean comes in to tell me that
Claire is driving me home tonight. "OK," I say and try not to look as disappointed and embarrassed as I feel. But then Dean puts a hand on my arm, a
hand that seems huge and delicate at the same time, and he says quietly, "Can
you come a little early on Thursday?"
"Um, yeah," I say and feel my face flush.
"OK," he says and smiles, then walks away. It's only a seconds-long interchange, but I still hurry out to the car where Claire waits. When I open the passenger door, "Bobby McGee" blares out. Because Claire exercises no caution
whatsoever when driving, I'm at my doorstep before the song ends.
Two days later, I'm barely in the door before Dean shoves me against the
kitchen wall, and for a second I think he's angry. But then he bends to kiss me.
His cheeks and lips scrape against my face. His tongue pries open my mouth
and his knee shoves apart my legs. The wool of his pants scratches against my
bare skin. The rush of it scares me.
"Finally," he whispers and continues to kiss me, his eyes pinched shut. I
keep mine open, because I feel so uncomfortable. This isn 't what I wanted, I
think very clearly. This doesn't feel good. He kisses my neck and I know what
we look like-this should be a scene out of a movie or the romance novels I
read. But it's me and Dean, me in my uniform skirt, a windbreaker and tennis
shoes, and Dean in his suit and wingtips, his face ugly with some strange
urgency.
The weird pummeling of kisses continues. His hands occasionally touch
my face or brush over my hair. Maybe I'm not supposed to enjoy the kissing
part, I think. Or maybe I don't like him anymore, maybe this was all a mistake. That I may have made such a huge mistake terrifies me into stillness.
Dean pauses for a second, opens his eyes and says, "Are you OK?" His lips
are pink and slick with saliva, and his eyes seem crazy. But I nod because I'm
not ready to give up yet. If I wait a little longer, maybe everything will be OK.
With his warm hands resting on my waist, he leans in to kiss me again, but
this time it's soft, like I thought it ought to be. I'm able to respond to these
kisses: I purse and open my lips, making those kiss noises right along with
him. I remember how much I like the spicy tang of his cologne, his perfect
white teeth.
But it gets scary when he slides his hand beneath my jacket. Everything
feels all wrong. I want so much to like this, to be what he wants, to be cool
and womanly and clever, but pounding inside my head is I can 't do this, I can't
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do this. I've spent so much energy trying to seem grown-up and mature, and
now that things are actually happening, I'm acting like a baby.
His fingertips stroke my ribs, so close to the elastic of my bra that panic
floods into my chest and throat. I wrench my head away to whisper, "I can't.
I've never done this before."
Dean stops short and steps back from me. "You've never done what
before?" he asks in a low voice.
I can't stand saying I've never lcissed a boy so instead I say, "I've never
fooled around with anyone," and stare hard at my white socks bagging around
my ankles, hoping this situation will end somehow without my having to do
or say anything more.
"What about with the boys at school?" he says.
"There aren't any boys at school," I answer and think, Weren 't you listening to me? Don 't you remember where I go to school? "There aren't any boys,"
I say again, "anywhere."
He smiles at me, the smile I like so much, the Dean-and-Katy-have-asecret smile, and now he understands why we can't do this. But then he says,
"You'll like it, I promise," and reaches for me.
"No," I blurt out, surprising both of us. "No. I can 't do this. I'm too young.
I'm just a girl."
Dean's expression changes to confusion, then anger, and then a studied
calm.
"You haven't been acting like a girl," he says. There's a sheen of sweat
across his cheeks and forehead, and his eyes narrow. "You've been acting like
a woman. Because that's what you are. You don't need to hide behind your age
anymore, Katy. We can do this." He speaks earnestly into my face, breathing
fast, and runs a finger along my chin.
But instead of being tender, it seems greedy and wrong. I look up at him,
hoping to see someone I know, but it was just this sweating, demanding man.
And when he comes toward me again, the unromantic determination in his
face terrifies me .
"No! Please!" I struggle to get away from him, sliding against the wall and
stumbling over his leg. When I whirl around to face him, his hands rest on his
hips.
Dean glares at me and then says, "What did you think was going to happen? What did you think we were going to do?"
Even though my knees shake with the desire to run, I try to remember
what the goal of the Dean Enterprise was. I remember the drives home in his
car, the conversations, the smiles.
Dean gets louder. "Did you think we were going to go on dates? That
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Claire would watch Nicky while you and I went out?" His arms wave wildly
and his face is entirely red. " Were you going to ask me to the prom? Did you
think we were going to sit on your parents ' couch and hold hands?" He spins
away from me and struggles to undo his ti e. "Or was I just going to kiss you
goodnight in the car?" he shouts, and turns back, his tie a wrinkled noose
around his neck. I step back and he shouts, "Did you think you weren ' t going
to have to do anything?"
"Stop it! " I shout. "I'm sorry! I'm sony I liked you. I wanted you to like
me." Stupidly, I start to cry, over how rotten this situation is, how ridiculous I
am for not liking this, how I've screwed up everything. I rub at my face and
when I finish, I take my hands away hoping that something is better or different.
"Oh, for Christ's sake, shut up," Dean snaps and flings his arm like he 's
batting away a fly. "Get out of here, just go home. "
"But Nicky- ," I start, and Dean shouts, "Just go! "
I run down the hallway to the front door where my backpack sits and yank
it on. The lock on the door is sticky and stubborn, and I whack my hip against
the heavy wood to get it loose. I hurry, because even though Dean told me to
go, I'm afraid he'll follow me out there and find another thing about me that
disappoints him.
Bursting outside, I race across the lawn, the wet leaves on the grass soaking through my shoes almost immediately. And then I run into Claire, who's
struggling to carry a large shopping bag and easel across the yard .
"Katy! Where are you going? What's wrong?" she asks, and tries to lay a
hand on my shoulder. Her eyes crinkle with concern, but interest, too .
"Nothing. I have to go. I'm sorry," I say, and then run the four blocks
home.
Neither of them comes after me and because no one is home at my parents' house, I don't have to tell anyone anything. Which is fine , because I can
barely stand to think of Dean, Claire, Nicky or the Enterprise myself.
When the phone rings during dinner two nights later, my father looks up
from his plate at the end of the table to scowl first at me, as if I were making
it ring, and then at the phone, for obliging me. He shoves out of his chair,
snatches the handset off the base and growls into the mouthpiece.
After a second, his face lightens. "Hey," he says. " I know. You ' re keeping
the whole family in shoes. We appreciate your business! " He laughs into the
phone for a second, the laugh he saves for people outside the family, and then
says, "Of course, she's right here. "
He sets the phone down on the counter and says to me, " It's Dean ."
" Oh," I say. I feel like my parents are expecting some reaction to this, so
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I shrug at my mother at the other end of the table and slide away to get the
phone.
"Hello?" I say.
"Come over tonight," Dean says in a low voice. "Tell your parents you
have to watch Nicky."
"Hi! " I say brightly, though my stomach churns. My parents return to dinner, but I know they ' re still listening.
"Come on, we've got to talk. Claire and Nicky are at swimming lessons.
There won't be another chance," Dean says.
"It's kind of late notice," I answer. "I've got a test tomorrow."
At this, my mother looks up at me and lifts her thin eyebrows into a ferocious arch. Having a test is no excuse, I can hear her thinking. She hates to say
no to anyone.
"Katy, please," Dean says and the sound of my name in his voice rattles in
my head. My mother 's eyes narrow, and I can't keep track of who I need to lie
to any longer.
"Can I call you back?" I squeak. "We're in the middle of dinner."
My mother shakes her head at me, and my father looks up from his plate
impatiently.
"I don 't know why Katy's turning down a babysitting job," she sighs.
And in my other ear, Dean is saying, "I won't touch you, I promise."
My father shifts in his seat like an angry bear, and I feel the force of his
irritation from across the counter.
"OK," I say, because I want to please somebody. "I'll be there in half an
hour. "
I hang up the phone and return to the table. Dinner lies on my plate like a
forgotten science project. If he doesn't touch me, maybe I'll like him again.
"Well, I'm glad you changed your mind," my mother huffs. "If you start
saying no to them, they' ll stop calling you."
"I have a lot of homework to do," I say.
"Well, I can't imagine you'll get home too late," my mother says and picks
up her fork. "Where are they going anyway?"
Lost, I blurt out, "Fencing lessons. They've decided to take fencing
lessons at the Y."
My mother snorts. "What will Claire think up next?"
I walk slowly to the Gehrings ' house, because I'm afraid of what will happen there. And as I pass each intersection, I remember what it was like to have
a crush on Dean, the sick thrill of that, Saturday night after Saturday night. But
somehow I've managed to tum that into this, something scary and bad.
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Fall has almost become winter, and my bare legs sting in the cold. Wet
leaves paper the brick street we live on, and the streetlights shine. At school,
other girls talk about Christmas Dance and what boy they'll ask and what
they'll wear. Suddenly, I want so much to be one of those girls, not because I
want to go to Christmas Dance or get a velvet and taffeta dress, but because I
just want to like a boy. Not a man. Not anybody's dad or husband or neighbor.
Just a boy my age who can like me back without getting angry or expecting
me to take my shirt off.
I reach the front steps of the house and pause for a moment to tug at my
skirt and straighten my socks. My heart knocks in my chest, and I feel sick
with fear. He can't hurt me, I tell myself. He can't do anything bad to me. Then
I ring the doorbell and hold my breath.
Dean comes to the door in a gray sweatshirt and jeans. He doesn't smile
as he shoves open the screen door for rne and doesn 't answer when I say hi.
He walks into his office, a room I almost never see, because it's off-limits
to Nicky. After snapping on the banker 's lamp that illuminates a laptop, a
stack of papers and the Economist, he sits down in the leather rolling chair
behind his desk and sighs. The wall to the right of his desk is all bookshelves,
filled mostly with math or accounting books. There are a few diplomas, some
plaques and paperweights, family pictures, and a picture from Dean and
Claire's wedding, in which Claire appears to be wearing a cowboy hat with a
veil.
"Well, Katy," he says, and I arn conscious of the unfairness of this arrangement: Dean sits comfortably, authoritatively, behind his desk while I shift
from foot to foot in front of it, still in my jacket, like a fourth grader waiting
to be punished by the principal. "Claire's here."
She's already in the doorway, her face an icy mask. Horror washes cold
over me.
"Katy," she says with a fierce reserve. "Thanks for corning down. There's
a lot to talk about."
I turn away from her to Dean, whose impassive face I want to hit. He doesn 't
meet rny eyes. And then I glance back at Claire, who looks sad and tired behind
her anger.
And I feel guilty.
"Dean's told rne about what's happened," she continues. I try to watch her
face but my head feels shaky on my neck. "Obviously, I'rn not happy about
this."
At the bottom of all my fear and shame, I'rn confused. Is Dean in trouble,
too? I peek at him and he ignores me. Why did he tell her about this? And I
wonder for a second if he is planning to leave her, if I have ruined their mar-
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riage. That thought makes my stomach lurch. I don't want him anymore.
"I'm sorry," I mumble and think,for everything. I wish nothing had ever
happened and not just because of Claire. I wish I never found out what Dean
was like. "I ' m sorry," I say again because I don't know what else to say, and
then I look at Dean, waiting for him to apologize to Claire, too. When he turns
to me, his face is empty.
"Maybe you could explain yourself," Claire says. "Why don 't you tell me
what you were thinking? Why," her voice grows loud and tight, "did you think
you had any right to say those things to him, after all we've done for you?"
I race through my memories of the Dean Enterprise, trying to think what
exactly I've said to him that he might have told her. But she continues, her face
pinched and pale, "I never would have thought you could be so manipulative.
You were ready to ruin his life over a little crush."
It dawns on me that this has nothing to do with Dean, that she's not angry
with Dean at all. She's furious with me, and I can't believe she's stupid enough
to think this is all my fault.
"But he-," I begin and she cuts me off.
"He what? He broke your heart? He led you on?" Claire's voice turns
higher and higher, and, at her side, her long coral fingernails pick at the cuticles of her thumbs. "He reminded you he was married?" Her voice cracks.
Claire steps into the office and sits in a chair by the bookshelves. When I
realize I'm standing between them, I back up to the opposite wall so I can see
them both at once. "God! We trusted you with Nicky!" she cries. " Why did
you do this? And then threatening to tell your parents that he tried to touch
you, like he's some child molester?"
"I ' m not a child," I say to my shoes, thinking, at least let's get everything
straight.
"Bullshit. Only a child would pull this kind of stunt," Claire snaps.
What I see in Dean 's face hurts. His expression is cold and bitter and selfish, but there 's also a smirk. It's the Dean I like, except that his face has hardened. I open my mouth and stare at him, raising my eyebrows to ask, Why are
y ou doing this ? In answer, he rolls his eyes at me. Claire's intake of breath
tells me she saw it. Claire knows. She seems to shrink away from Dean into
the armchair, her face ossifying with anger, disgust and comprehension.
And I feel sorry for her.
A clock somewhere on the bookshelves enumerates the seconds of our
silence. She starts to shriek again, about how ungrateful I am, about how this
will mortify my parents, about bow she's so disappointed and feels so
betrayed, but her face is dead. Some part of me wants to stay and absorb her
anger, so she won 't guess that I know, that I know how life with Dean is going
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to hurt, that it must already hurt, but more than that, I don 't want to look at
Dean anymore.
Claire 's voice fades into indecipherable noise, even though I can see her
mouth moving. And I feel hot and tunnel-visioned with the effort of saying
something that makes sense.
"I'm sorry I ever liked you," I say to Dean, and my voice sounds funny
and strained in my head. Then I look at Claire and, without thinking, I spill
out, "I'm sorry for-you."
Her face is a combination of anger and confusion, and I don't look at Dean
as I walk out of the office. The front door gives me its usual trouble, and when
I bounce my hip against it, tears splash out of my eyes. Outside, it's dark and
I've never had to walk home alone before. And for the first time in a long
while, I don't count the stop signs and I don 't hate my parents' driveway. And
I don't think about how my profile looks in the dark because I'm not sure I
want anyone to like me ever again.
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ABOUT HAIR TRIGGER AND THE STORY WORKSHOP APPROACH

"Hair Trigger walks away with first prize. The magazine is of the highest quality... The writing
is thoughtful. realistic. sensual, exciting, and within the vein of the best traditions of American
literature ... exhibiting a high level of professionalism and seriousness ... full of solid, memorable
surprises ... a most pleasant experience to run across such a variety of themes and subject
matters within a single magazine."
From judge's comments on 1993 First Place Award to Hair Trigger 14. in the Associated
Writing Programs (AWP) national competition for literary magazines
"A most professional and profound compilation of fiction ... this book exemplifies what young
American fiction writers are up to in content and in style .. The variety of issues, tones, and styles
is eloquent and substantial."
From judge's comments on Silver Crown Award to Hair Trigger 19 in the Columbia
University Scholastic Press Association (CSPA) 1998 national competition
"Big, energetic. original throughout. .Some of the best work we've seen ... exhibiting precise.
cerebral concepts in writing."
From judge's comments. Coordinating Council of Literary Magazines (CCLM)
1985 national contest. in which Hair Trigger Bwas awarded first prize as best
college literary magazine in the country
"Some of the best writing we've seen ... Each story is fresh, evolving with its own energy, its own
design. There is no reliance on formulae or quick tricks. The writing is blessedly unselfconscious
and full of human understanding .. imagery is quick, clear, powerful. .. Language use is almost
flawless."
From judge's comments on Medalist Award to Hair Trigger 13. in the Columbia
University Scholastic Press Association (CSPA) 1991 national competition
"Both books ( The Story Workshop Reader and Angels In My Oven) are fascinating and impressive evidence of the success of your (Story) Workshop methods. A sense of life, a sense of
literary process being ripened and developed, quickens nearly every piece I read. These are
clearly students bringing the best of their powers to bear on the writing task while those
powers are being extended in a most wonderful variety of directions. The discipline rises from
the vigorous immersion of the writers with their material-as it should."
R.V. Cassill, Brown University
Author of Dr. Cobb's Game and The Goss Women
"Superior fiction ... One great strength of most of this writing is its unrelenting realism ... large
doses for a CSPA judge who has tired of reading about unicorns, rainbows. lollipops and
BMWs ... a great and jolting tonic. I love it that your writers do not blanch before words or topics
which would send Jesse Helms into Code Blue."
From judge's comments. CSPA 1990 national competition. in which Hair Trigger 12
won a Silver Crown Award
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